


0215 07 July 2020 deep northern forest, Russia

	A leaf-covered limb gently sways as a breeze out of the Southwest pushes across the branch, then cools Wolf's face. Looking up into the night sky, he smiles as a shooting star ripped across his line of sight, intensifying the light radiating from his NOD (night optical device) attached to his helmet. The sounds of crickets cause him to close his eyes as he tries to focus on any sounds, telling him that his men or their prey are on the move. Times like these made his heart pound with the excitement of being the hunter. With one wrong movement or an out-of-place sound, maybe a bad judgment call, the roles of hunter and prey could change. The flash of a muzzle would start the play, as each would know their part.
	Wolf's eye strained to focus on the small details that sometimes were hard to see in the green glow. This glow always annoyed him after a while. He would lift them from his eyes for a moment to look at something without them, which allowed his vision to relax and the green glow to leave his sight. He found solace in the darkness surrounding him until he pulled them back down again. Doing this is how he kept himself calm as he waited for the storm that always came. He always smiled during this activity, for he knew this was an essential piece of his equipment; he and his men owned the night with this, even though it had become something almost everyone had, yet not many used often as the men in this cabin tonight. 
When he was a young private, he recalled the day his squad leader took him into an arms room vault, a metal room with light, literally a metal coffin for weapons. His squad leader taught him the value of this equipment. He had him put on the NODs, and then they turned off the lights. It was as dark as anything he had ever seen, and he looked through the NODs, wherein he could see his squad leader and all the weapons. He was then instructed to pick up a book on the table before him and read it aloud; he found it effortless. Since then, even though the green glow annoyed him, he loved the NODs, as did all his men.
	His mind wandered to his first real-world mission as a young soldier in a unit conducting raids against the drug cartels in South America. He was slowly moving towards his first engagement against anything other than an E-type silhouette used in all his training until this moment. Once he had closed the distance between him and this guard, he stopped to smile as he looked through his NODs, seeing his suppressed weapon only an inch behind his unaware target's head. The view had burned into his memories, followed by the sight of his downed target and the blackness of the blood as it appeared in his NODs, flowing from the downed guard's skull he had just put a 9mm round through.
	Now fifteen years later, in another country, conducting a mission against yet another POI (person of interest) or enemy of national security, even though the chance he can do anything to the USA is remote. Yet his role has changed; he is now the leader, not just another shooter. There are no young privates in this unit, no inexperienced soldiers, only combat-harder men who have all left the military world for one reason or another. Wolf has spent many years getting to the point where he could pick and hire his men to build his Team—long gone were the days of hoping to make the Team. These men were all recruited one by one. These men are the best.  
He was leaning against a tree, waiting for the roving guard to walk by one of his men, who was hidden in the ivy-covered stone wall surrounding the compound; without NODs, the guard had no chance of seeing his team member, even with NODs, the chances were slim, these men are all experts in warfare.
"Thirty seconds," The radio transmission hissed in his ear. Their newest headsets were so quiet that even a dog would turn his head to ensure he heard something. Wolf lowered his NOD back down to his eyes, and he watched the approaching guard. His heart never skipped a beat as he watched his man reach out from the ivy, grab the guard around his face covering his mouth, then insert his knife right behind his ear, turning him off as if a switch had been flicked. Then he was lowered to the ground with not so much as the sound of grass breaking under a boot. Two clicks on the radio told the team the guard was down. No response was needed.
	"Watcher sitrep" He waited for a response as he looked down at the path that only moments before had been what the guard was following. He looked at his watch, thinking we might get this one done and be out of here fifteen minutes ahead of the timeline. 
"The route is clear, all targets marked, and he is sitting at the table, enjoying the oral skills of a female companion." The radio call brought Wolf back to the mission at hand. "Roger, be ready to sing him a lullaby."
 There would be no response other than clicks over the radio. No movement sounds filled his ears again, confirming his instructions were followed to the letter as they had rehearsed in Germany earlier in the week. Their actions and tactics were like instincts to the Team.
	Three minutes passed before all clicks announced they were in position. Wolf gently pushed away from the tree he leaned against, then started to cover the distance between himself and the gate, staying near the tree line to protect his movement. As he crossed the fifty hundred meters between position one and the entrance point, he kneeled next to one of his men, touched him on the shoulder, and showed him five fingers in his NODs. His man tapped him on the boot, confirming the information. Again, he was moving, looking through the woods, zeroing in on his next position, guiding himself by the lights coming from the cabin. Many different people and organizations had started using these abandoned cabins in the northern Russian forest—all being emptied over the years since the fall of the Soviet Union.
	"FREEZE!" 
Broke the silence of the radio; this stopped him, instincts took over, and he slowly raised his weapon as he lowered himself to a knee and scanned the area. The moments passed slowly as he strained his ears for any sound, movement, or anything to tell him why he was stopped. Then a scent caught his attention, a freshly lit cigarette! So strong was this scent it had to be within ten meters. The smell ripped across the night air like a searchlight. Who missed the guy? Not a mistake made by his Team in recent memory. The scent was too strong, too close for him to talk on the radio. He had to find this man before the man saw him. His heart raced with excitement. He might be the prey soon! He scanned left to right, up the path, towards the cabin. Where is he? 

"Five meters to your ten and four meters up a tree," came across the radio in his ear. He looked in that direction and started scanning the trees until the glowing cigarette caught his attention. 
"Got you!" he thought as he spotted it. Slowly he moved towards the man, sticking to the trees, making sure of his footing to make no sound. Once he had a clear view of the man, he stopped. He was sitting in the tree on a deer stand with an MP5 across his lap. He is leaning against the tree, enjoying his smoke. His position tells Wolf he is watching the road that leads to the cabin. He smiled, for he decided to stay clear of the roads and go in through the dense forest for cover. Again, proving the tactics they use to be sound. 
Wolf moves to the base of the tree the man is in and then reaches into a pouch on his vest; pulling out a can, he pumps out a couple of squirts onto the ground as he leans back against the tree to wait. His eyes water as the scent he has sprayed fills his nostrils; he never takes his eyes off the man. The sounds of the man as he sniffs the air fill his ears. There are only seconds left for this man; he smiles as he cusses in Russian and then speaks into his radio. 
"There is a bear out here; he shit so close to me I can smell it! I am coming in!" As he turns to climb down the ladder, the house responds. 

"OK, come in but use the backdoor, don't disturb the boss." The sounds of laughter are cut off as the man on the other end of the radio lets off the talk button. His foot has just touched the ground when Wolf grabs him, then sticks his knife into his skull behind his ear, turning him off like the other guard.
	Wolf is pleased with the information that they expect him to come in the back door. The odds of them paying close attention to anything are minimal. He arrives at the entrance and clicks his radio, signaling the Team and, most of all, his sniper that he is in place. A few meters away, four men stacked on the back door. They wait for the go from Wolf. 
From where he stands, he can see that the girl is finishing her task. As she does, she stands up and steps away. His target sits in the chair, his head hanging backward as he praises the girl. Wolf smiled and waited, knowing the target would be dead once she left the room and the mission was almost complete. Take the shot, team through the door, get to the radio room, grab an external hard drive in a case on the table, get out, go home, and remove any threats. Simple enough in theory, yet sometimes shit happens.
	He continues to watch as he whispers, get out of the room, woman, get out of the room. The green dot from the IR laser shows clearly on the man's head in his NODs; the target begins to fix his pants, then stops and reaches for his radio. Wolf doesn't even have time to think as the bullet rips through the target's head, spraying a mist of crimson into the air. As a scream starts to build in the woman's throat, a second shot stops it, and she falls onto the bed.
	Wolf points at the door signaling the Team to breach; the Team hits it. He looks over his shoulder to where his sniper is, shakes his head, and then joins the Team in the house. They run up the stairs, Wolf following close behind, turns a corner steps past two dead guards, only sounds in the place are of soft boots moving fast. He stops to cover the hallway as his men clear the radio room. The sounds of brass hitting the wood floor and bodies falling are all he can hear. His interior Team reappears from the room carrying the case, moving fast like they came in. 
"Ghost route alpha."  comes across the radio. Moments later, all is Silent.

General Goeringer, call sign "GO," the Team's lead pilot, sits in the pickup zone waiting for the call from Wolf. He and three other Blackhawks have been waiting for over an hour. 
"Wolf, this is GO over."
The radio is silent. The General only flies now for the Team and advises Wolf on mission planning. He was a young warrant officer in Vietnam, the first to land a Huey without its tail rutter. He has earned the distinguished flying cross, bronze stars with valor and several purple hearts, and 40+ Air Medals, an impressive resume. Wolf finds all his insight valuable. They have been together in some manner for all of Wolf's career. They met at Fort Campbell.
"Wolf, this is GO over!" Goeringer calls out again, no response.
"OK, Dakota Shuttle, this is GO. Make them hot." All the Aircraft warm their engines so they can spin the blades to lift off in moments when team silence arrives. 
General Goeringer thinks about nights like this in Vietnam and how he works to pass on anything he has learned to Wolf. His thoughts are interrupted when his excellent friend calls him.
"GO-WOLF, five minutes out. We are on a walk." The General understands that we are on a walk means no danger, just strolling.
"Roger that! Blades turning" 
"Dakota shuttle, let them turn" General Goeringer has blades turning as the Team enters the birds. Wolf jumps into the seat and places the headset hanging from the roof.
"OK, GO, let's rock!"
"Roger that!"
The Aircraft lifted into the sky, pulling everyone into their seats and rolling them as the birds kicked their tails to scream across the treetops.

"Damn, GO, one of these times, you are going to get your wish, and I am going to puke on your floor!"
"Stop being a baby Wolf, too many missions to still get airsick!"
"Airsick my ass, old man. You act like we are always under fire and fly like it."
"Yep, that way, when we are, you can handle it!" The laughter across the birds can be heard without the headsets. Wolf leans back in his seat as he watches the blackness of the tops of the trees flash by. He looks to his sniper, who meets his gaze; no words are spoken.





Chapter Two
The next mission

1000 18 JULY, Fort Campbell KY

	Wolf shuts off his jeep and leans back into his seat. The sounds of soldiers running in formation as they conduct physical training fills his ears once his music stops. He looks across the parking lots, where he sees all the vehicles for his Team except one. Within minutes he hears the throaty roar of Fares, Harley Davidson approaching the barracks. He pulls up next to Wolf's jeep. He shuts his bike off and nods at his boss as he pulls off his helmet. Wolf laughs, for he knows that Fare's helmet is not DOT-certified, even though there is a DOT sticker on the back. You must pick up his helmet to read the small print under the DOT letters saying, "Can kiss my ass.
	"Morning Wolf, what's new, boss?" His busted-toothed grin causes Wolf to smile and shake his head. 
"So, are you digging the new seat I put on her? Man, what a sweet ride it was in today! I love these weeks  off after mission, perks we got with this sweet ass job, right boss?"
"I think this has been the best ride from the Black Hills. How long will we be here at Old Fort Campbell? This place always makes me grumpy, boss."  Wolf just sat and listened; he knew it was Fares' way to babble on for a moment, many times for more than a moment. 
"Yep, it's a sweet job we all have, so how about we don't fuck it up and lose it to some other hungry team just waiting in the wings for us to make a mistake!" "You know, like the one you made, by missing that guard in a tree! What the hell, man? You're the watcher!"
 Before Fares could respond, Wolf held up his hand and closed his fingers to tell Fares not to speak. "It's all good. Shit happens. Let us not make the same mistake twice and nod north and south."
 Fares smiles, nods, then turns to the office to see an old friend. He knew this chat was a one-way street, and it was not over, but the boss had other things to do, so it was best for him to get out of sight. Several minutes passed as Wolf sat in his jeep. He listened to the sounds of cadence fade into the sounds of birds in the nearby trees. He had sat here like this many times over the years. A few minutes of quiet time always did him good. He pulled out a cigar, cut off the end, and took out his lighter. A smile crept across his face as the smoke began to billow out of his Nub Habano 464. He always called it his short yet long smoke. Forty-five minutes was the normal length of time to smoke this cigar. He sat back into the seat, took a long pull of his cigar, let the smoke roll around in his mouth before blowing it out, and then watched as the smoke floated up and out of his jeep in a large cloud. This was his quiet time.
Fort Campbell had been his home in the Military for several years, and he missed the smaller bases like Fort Drum, NY. He enjoyed the terrain there; running around the North Riva ridge loop was always entertaining, and a smile always came to his mind when he thought of the Division runs held there. Infantry companies running by, his favorite unit is the Polar Bears, 4-31 INF Regt. They sounded off like they meant it, always chasing down the other Battalions with the colors to lap them, a strange but entertaining tradition within the Infantry. He went to the local town semi-pro football games, the Watertown Red & Black, where he had passed many a Saturday night when he was in the country.
 His Team had been stationed at Fort Hood, TX, for a couple of months, and he never wanted to return there again. The post is too damn big, not to mention hot, as if going to the Middle East time and time again wasn't enough, but to come home to Texas in the summer is not his idea of a great place.
Finally, the man he had been waiting on pulled into the parking lot, driving his lifted Dodge Ram truck; he parked it behind Wolf's jeep. The General was a good man but little too much into his business regarding mission planning and control for Wolf's taste. He always felt his commander was waiting to be invited on a mission. This was never going to happen. Wolf found a way to allow his meddling in the Team. 
He watched as his commander jumped out of his truck, walked around to the passenger side of the jeep, then climbed in. He was putting on his seat belt. He looked at Wolf, smiled, and pointed towards the drop zones on Fort Campbell. 
"Well, let's go for a ride there, Wolfie."
 He started the jeep and smiled at the General. They both knew how much he hated to be called that. They went back many years, not to mention many missions, so he could call him what he liked. It was part of how they did things together. He rolled the jeep out onto the road and headed towards the back gate on Angels Road. This ride was standard operating procedure for them. The commander liked doing business by rolling along inWolfs' jeep, top off wind blowing. Many times, this is where Wolf is offered different missions. There were other groups he and the Team could take work from, yet, the General always seemed to be the straightest shooter. 
General Richardson is a barrel-chested man. He has been in Special Operations all his career, and rumor had it he was part of a couple of SOCOM ops even while at West Point. No one ever asked him. Wolf was sure he was being groomed back then for four-star General, but both men knew the odds of that now were slim to none. One star was as many as he would most likely see, and he got this one only because people who wanted him out could not remove him, and he was owed some favors, yet this was where it would end. He was not good at politics. A Sergeant Major's wife spilled a drink on the General's dress uniform at a dining-in event. His response was now the punch line of many off-colored jokes. The General was good at getting things, personal equipment, and funding. These are the things that matter to Wolf. 
OK, so what's up, Sir? 
The General didn't say a word. He just pointed to keep driving, as they did; he pulled a can of Skoal out of his pocket, thumped it with his finger, opened the can, pulled out a large amount, placed it in his lip, and put the can back in his pocket. Then reached into the back of the jeep and grabbed an empty water bottle. Spitting into it, he looked to Wolf. 
	"Wolf, what the hell happened in Russia? The assignment was simple, eliminate the target, recover the drive, and eliminate his men. Nowhere did it say to kill a woman?! That kind of crap is always messy, man. What happened?"
 He knew it was a rhetorical question and stayed quiet, waiting for the rest of the General's comments. 
"Imagine my surprise, Wolfie, when I received the mission reports from you and then my contacts in Russia, who, as you know, make sure there are no loose ends, and if there are, they clean them up, and in these reports, I read about, how you sniped a woman!"
"OK, so was the mission a success? Yes, it was, but these things are just messy, Wolf, just too messy. Tighten it up." Wolf nods as he drives.
"This is not why we are out here today." Saying this, the General pulled out a piece of paper with an 8-digit grid on it and handed it to him. Wolf pulls to the side, puts the grid into his GPS, waits for it to load, then follows the guidance on the screen. Pulling back onto the road, he smiled to himself. Another successful mission down. Now to learn about his next mission. 
No words were exchanged as they continued down the road. They turned off the hardball onto a dirt road, which turned into a small trail. They followed this trail across a couple of streams, deeper into the back area of Fort Campbell. Wolf glanced at the General when they passed through an open gate with a sign on it.

.
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A few minutes more passed as they drove by the occasional impact crater. The trail was rough, with small sharp turns between trees. Burned patches of grass lined both sides of the path. They turned toward a group of tall trees. Wolf spotted four UH60 Blackhawks sitting in the field atop a small hill ahead as they approached this group of trees. 	"Well, imagine that, Sir, helicopters sitting in a field. Wonder if they are waiting on us?"
 The sarcasm in his voice did not go unnoticed by the General; he just pointed at the helicopters and spat into his bottle. Wolf pulled his jeep up to a spot where men armed with MP5s, and side arms told him to park it. They approached the jeep, instructed him to get out, place his hands on the hood, and then patted him down for weapons. Once complete, the men pointed to a small field table next to one of the helicopters.

1130hrs
"Good morning, sir!"
 General Richardson snapped a salute to the man sitting at the table smoking an extremely expensive cigar; he returned the salute and stared at Wolf. 
	Wolf glanced around the area as he was being looked at. He saw several pilots along with other men. He recognized a couple of former Navy Seals and a Delta Force operator, one man who had been a Ranger instructor when he went through. The others seemed to be just your run-of-the-mill mercenaries, nothing impressive to him. None of them had ever been on his radar as possible recruits for the Team. 	
He then looked back to the man at the table and smiled. The man smiled at him as he blew out some cigar smoke and then looked at the General. 
"You're late, Steve."
 He then rose to shake his hand. 
"Good to see you also there, Leroy. How's the black ops world treating the retired Admiral? I see you still have a lot of influence to be flying around in your own personal Blackhawks."
"Ha, these birds don't exist. They were destroyed in Afghanistan. Haven't you been watching the news?"  He smiled at the General and then picked up the coffee pot offering some to him. "Thank you, Sir, I'd love some."
"Good, you both need to sit."
"Gentlemen, can I offer you a fresh Cuban cigar? I have a guy who brings them in weekly."  As Wolf sits, he picks up his coffee cup, takes a sip, and adjusts himself in the chair while looking at this man he has never met, but his General knows well. 
"Yes, sir, I would love a fresh Cuban."  He took a cigar from the box the Admiral held out to him. Wolf turns to his General as he lights his cigar.
"Not every day I get to smoke an admiral's personal cigar stash."
 General Richardson raises an eyebrow at him and turns back to the Admiral as he sits back down. "So, General, will you tell me to whom I just gave a hundred dollars a stick? Since he is with you, I believe he is one hell of an Operator." 
"Sir, there is no real reason for you to know who this is, but we both know you have files on every man in my command and employ. With that said, this is Wolf. He and his men are the best Team in the Special Operations period, active or contracted!"
 A small laugh from a couple of the men standing nearby goes ignored by all at the table. "They have completed over eighty missions in the last thirty-six months alone, with a one hundred percent success rating."
 Wolf glances at the men who, moments ago, had laughed to see them turn away. He smiles as he listens to the banter between the two senior officers.
[bookmark: _Hlk140232976]"With all that said, Wolf, this is Retired Admiral Leroy Wilkinson or, shall I say, Lee of the CIA." Wolf stands, sticking out his hand to the Admiral. They shake hands. He knows SOCOM members never really retire, and one changes their title.
"Nice to meet you, sir." "Wolf, you do have an interesting file, to say the least. High school quarterback and college while on an ROTC Scholarship- Infantry school, on to Airbourne Ranger, then five years in the ranger battalion to selection then, best ranger competition followed by the Q course and team leader in the Special Forces world, then as a Lieutenant Colonel you walk away from active duty and recruited and lead the best ops team we have, there has to be a good book in that story alone. He raised his hand with his cup saluting him as he said this. Wolf smiles. "Thank you, it has been a hell of a ride, yet now I am glad to be out of the uniform and running my Team on the missions I choose. Someday, when I have been on one mission, I need to author that book, I will consider it.
“So why are we sitting in an impact zone with your helicopters? One might think this is a new way to stock deer for the upcoming season."  The Admiral snorted and laughed at these comments. "Steve, you told him about that, did you?"
 General Richardson just shook his head. They both sat back in their chairs to have a good chuckle. A man came around from the other side of the helicopter to ask if they wanted their lunch now, he acknowledged. As they ate their lunch, Wolf sat back and listened to the stories of Viet Nam and many other countries where the two men had run missions. He also looked again at all the men around. He recognized one of the pilots from an insertion mission in Bosnia. Another man was sitting in a chair nearby, watching their group was one of the Delta operators in Somalia after the Blackhawk went down. They talked on the aircraft carrier in the Med shortly after that incident. Whenever he heard someone watching that movie, he just shook his head. No Hollywood production would ever compare to combat. 
He recalled a moment in Karbala, Iraq, in 2003, when he was attached to the 101ST Airborne, where they were held up in a small building after some good fighting, one of the young soldiers in the unit he was attached to spoke up saying. 
"Man, this is like that movie Blackhawk Down, except the RPGs are much faster!" Everyone laughed. Wolf looked around, then said, "Let's not get to the point where everyone is shot." They all agreed.
"So, Wolf, are you ready to know why you are here."  The Admiral's voice brought him back to the task at hand. "Yes, Sir, I am."
 He leaned onto the table while looking at the Admiral. The Admiral turned in his chair, speaking Arabic to a couple of men sitting in the helicopter, who stepped out of the bird, laying maps and pictures on the table before the Admiral. Wolf was caught off guard by the Admiral speaking this way to a few men he had not noticed. "Well, Wolfie." He raised an eyebrow at the Admiral and then looked at his General. Who kept looking at the maps and pictures without looking up at him. "Before we get into any real details, I know you have heard this type of comment or shall I say statement, that if you take on this mission, not only will we deny it ever happened, but if you fail, we will deny you and your team ever existed."
 Wolf leaned back into his chair and then nodded to the Admiral. He had heard this kind of statement before, black ops were always off the books, but something bothered him about this man. He believed that if something were to go wrong, the Admiral would leave him and his men to their deaths or worse. The Admiral sat back in his chair, clipped off the end of another cigar, then lit it before he began to speak again.
"No offense if you want to say no. No actions or grudges will be held against you for turning us down. This is how we do business, will not change, cannot change, do you wish to continue?" "Yes." Wolf looked into the Admiral's eyes. Seeing hollowness there bothered him even more.
 The Admiral looked at the General, then back to Wolf. Then he looked to the two men who had laid out the pictures and maps on the table, and they nodded to him. "OK, Wolf, let us talk mission."
 With this, the Admiral turns over some photos for Wolf to look at, then slides a file to Wolf. He listens closely as the Admiral lays out the mission plan.
"In a nutshell, this is what will happen, General Richardson, and you will work out the fine detail."  Wolf continued to study the photos but nodded. He understood the man. "Your unit will insert via HALO into the mountains of Iran. Your landing zone will be in the Zagros Mountains; it is part of the Alborz Mountains and is the highest Mountain in Iran."
 Wolf looks where the Admiral is pointing on the map. He has seen this Mountain but has never had a mission near it. "Then you will move your team to this valley."  He already knows what this terrain will be like, at the higher altitudes, very barren and rocky, with thick vegetation down below, great for concealment, harder to move in. "Your target is in this village here."
He has a red dot pointer circling a small village on the map. The Admiral hands another photo to him. "This is the compound where the bomb you will retrieve is, we believe. "I will put a Ranger Platoon ahead of you to watch the village and confirm the device's location." "Retrieve, sir?"
"Yes, retrieve. Before you say it, yes, one of our teams lost it. Your Team will go get it."  The Admiral's tone was deep in stressed energies. 
"Look, Wolf, after the fall of the Soviet Union. We spent a lot of time and assets trying to keep track of all the nuclear products over there. We did a damn excellent job for many years. I had some teams working almost weekly grabbing the products on the market; we grabbed this one up, call sign the Silver Soccer ball."
"How we lost it again is uncertain, but we know where it is, and that's what counts. We don't know how long before some Iranian crazy person decides to plant it here on American soil and give some city a scorching day."
 
The Admiral turned and stepped away, looking at the helicopter's tail. His hands were folded behind his back. Wolf knew it was a tactic to calm down; this bomb deeply worried the Admiral. General Richardson stood next to Wolf while waiting for the Admiral to turn around. Wolf pointed at the small symbol on the map, indicating a Military installation for Aircraft only a few small clicks south of the target village. He pointed at his watch, the symbol, and then showed ten fingers. The General understood that Aircraft could be from the field to the Village within ten minutes; this was a huge concern for the mission.
Finally, Wolf had looked at the photos and maps long enough. All the info the Admiral had given so far started to sink in, and he decided to speak. 
"Sir, so let me make sure I have this right. My Team will go to Iran. We will sneak into a village with little Intel to grab a silver soccer ball that your men lost. Then hump our way back up the side of a mountain to be picked up by helicopter within ten minutes of flight time from an airfield that I am very certain has MIGs, and if we fail, no one will ever know we failed to stop a nuclear attack on American soil. Still, if we succeed, you will get credit for stopping it. Am I right, Sir?"
 As he spoke this way to the Admiral, one of the Middle Eastern men who had brought the photos came closer to the table, Wolf could see he was looking closely at them; he walked around the table to within inches of Wolf as he looked. He was not happy with where this man had walked to. "Is there something I can help you with? I am starting to think, no, wait! I know you are too damn close to me, man!"  He put his hand on the man's shoulder, pushing him away. This action caused four other men to charge in with their weapons pointed at him. Wolf reached for a weapon that was not there as he stared at the closest man to him. 
"Wolf, Relax!"
 General Richardson's voice rocked across the field, echoing in the trees. He steps back. Seeing the other men relax, the Admiral had turned around during all this. "So, Wolf, this is Mr. Abu Abraham. We all call him Mr. Toms."
 Wolf again sat, looked at the man, then crossed his legs, showing him the bottom of his boot as he smiled, waiting for a response. Mr. Toms glanced at Wolf's boot bottom, a small curl in the corner of his mouth told Wolf that he had gotten the point. He pointed at Wolf's boot. "So, are you getting comfortable or trying to insult me, Mr. Wolf?"  He just sat smiling at the man and then looked at the GENERAL before speaking.
"I don't know you; I do know your people and all their ways, not to mention I don't practice ever trusting people from your region of the world."  After putting his foot down, he leans forward in his chair. "So, tell me, Mr. Toms, when did you decide to leave the Taliban, or was it Al-Qaeda? What Intel did you give, or deal did you make to be here and not in the Middle East where you belong?"
 Mr. Toms stays silent but does not look away from Wolf's glare.
	"Wolf."  He looks to the Admiral. "Mr. Toms will be going with you on this little adventure, he is from the village where our firework is being held, and he knows the area and the people." "Sir, my team works alone." He stands to confront the Admiral. "I sure don't need no local guiding me into an ambush, General Sir; you know what happened in Baji in 2003! How about our fellows in Afghanistan when they were shot down in that CH47? All vouched for locals."
 The strain on his voice is easy to hear. These are just a few reasons he left active duty and now chooses his missions. He lost faith in the system and how awards are given to rank, not deeds. His hands are on his hips, bracing for what the General or the Admiral will say. He knows this is a lost cause, but he has to try. 'This is not open for negotiation." General, you said this was your man. He was the best. He sounds more like some foot soldier than an Operator. Wolf turns and leans over the table to look closer at the Intel and maps. 
"Admiral, you understand how SOCOM works, the tight groups of men. There is not one man on Team that has not earned the right, let alone the respect of the others. Dropping a civilian in the mix is a tough adjustment. This alone does not change who Wolf and his Team are, and I am sure they will accomplish this mission." 
The General reaches into the cigar box on the table's edge, pulls one out, cuts the end off then lights it. He takes a long pull on the cigar and then again addresses them. "Sir, Wolf will do this, won't you, Wolf?"
"I'll continue to consider it. Lots to think about, with some considerations from you both, then maybe." "See, Admiral, no problem."
 "Wolf." The Admiral's voice is back to normal without sounds of stress.  
"We need to trust each other, Mr. Toms. Not only, as I said, being a local who worked with me for over ten years, in that time, we executed many missions, all inside the Middle East, with great success rate. We also have not lost anyone due to anything that would raise suspicion of Mr. Toms."
 The Admiral moves to Wolf's side to join him over the maps. Wolf looks to Mr. Toms. "OK, so you are from this village?"
"Yes."  Wolf stands up to look Mr. Tom in his eyes for a moment. Then he offers him his hand and Mr. Toms takes it. Wolf squeezes enough to make sure of two things: he won't pull away. Two, he has his full attention. 
"You roll with us. It's my way. You rock the boat. I put you out of the boat permanently, no matter where or what we are doing."  He squeezes his hand a little harder; to his surprise, Mr. Toms squeezes back and holds Wolf's stare. 
"I understand." As he looks at the Admiral, Wolf releases his hand, and Mr. Toms starts to talk. "Wolf, you need to understand this."
"I was Iranian special forces after I spent three years in the French Foreign Legion; I have seen firsthand your work, Mr. Silence" He leans closer to Wolf.
"I'm not impressed." Wolf smiles at Mr. Toms, but he doesn't respond. His mind has moved on to wondering what is missing from this mission, what course of action has been left out, and so many small details to uncover and look at.
"Sir, please get me all Intel you have; keep my team and me updated on any new developments."
The Admiral nods. Wolf picks up the maps, and Intel turns with the General and heads back to his jeep for the ride back to the main part of Fort Campbell and his men. When they get to the jeep, Wolf pulls himself up by the roll cage, slides into his seat, and looks at his boss as he fastens his belt. "Looks like we're going to go get a bomb!" "The fee I will charge you all is going to be higher than what it would cost to build another bomb, I think," the General smiles and nods 
"Truer words may have never been spoken. I am sure This soccer ball will be expensive in many ways". Wolf stares at the General, twists the key, drops the jeep in gear, and rolls out of the woods.




0700 15 Jul08 Team CP, Fort Campbell, KY ( should I Rewrite this mission to more civilian and less Army?) 
Wolf walks through the halls to the briefing room, where team members await his arrival. Mr. Toms tries to keep a step with him; Wolf notices it is not an easy task, but there is a big foot-in-height difference, making Toms take many more steps to keep up with him. They pass many rooms as they move toward the briefing room. Many maps cover walls of countries all over the Middle East, and Toms notices this. "So Wolf, "His tone is sarcastic.
"I see the Middle East is a focus of what everyone in the building does."
 Wolf keeps walking and never looks his way.
"Yep, many men are trying to keep the Middle East from destroying the world. Sometimes I don't believe we will stop it. People over there are hell-bent on destruction in the name of peace."
 As they turn the last corner, his Team's voices can be heard as they laugh and tell jokes they have all said a thousand times before, the same old stories told in so many different ways. Wolf glances around as they enter the room to see that everyone is there. Many are dressed in shorts and t-shirts, some in half ACUs with Special Forces t-shirts. As always, Mimms is in the shortest shorts he can find and a skin-tight tank top that reads, "Your sister liked it," then he glances at the TV mounted on the wall. CNN is on, and they are showing pictures of a fire caused by a Suicide Bomber in Baghdad. Wolf glances at Toms, then points to the TV.
"See Middle East peace." He stops to look at the memorial wall where pictures of the Team from all over the world hang, then the names of all the men they have lost. He touches the engraved wood above them and reads it aloud. It reads, "Least we never forget."	
  Jones yells, "AT EASE!" When he turns, and sees Wolf walking in through the door with Mr. Toms. The entire Team jumps to their feet, “Carry on, men,” he says as they sit down and smile at Jones, for he knows that was done due to the stranger following him into the room. Jones is a huge man, 6" 3 solid 265 of ripped muscle, with a voice that demands attention even in a whisper. Wolf many times wondered why Jones was here in this uniform and not pounding people into the mat inside the octagon, the UFC was not ready for Jones, but maybe someday it would be. He felt sorry for anyone Jones would meet there. In a bar fight in Fayettenam, as they called it at FT Bragg, Jones had removed some 82nd boys from a bar where he was drinking alone, it was a funny story, but the General who had called their General didn't like the fact the two of his boys would not be able to jump for a few months due to their injuries. When the General talked to Jones about it, his response was, well, Sir, when I tossed them off the balcony, they should have landed right, hell Sir, they're trained to do so.
	"Good morning, gentlemen. Let me introduce you to Major Allies Mohammad Abraham, call sign Mr. Toms. They all glance at Mr. Toms. Jones puts out his hand to him, and he shakes his hand, noticing that Jones's fingers wrap around his hand to his wrist, yet Jones is firm, not too hard, and he then smiles up at Jones, who smiles back. "Welcome, Mr. Toms." "Team, we are now forty-eight hours from go time!"
"By now, I know you all have read your mission brief, not to mention all the Intel I can develop. We have been to this area before, so we know what it's like there. If we fail or are captured, there will be no support. It's just how we do business."
"ROGER THAT!" Fills the room. Wolf laughs inside; he knows they are putting on a show for Mr. Toms. "OK, Team, we are taking everybody on this OP. We will also be joined by Team Arch Angel, who will join us in the hanger."
They turn their attention to the TVs that have now been changed to show the Powerpoint of the mission and brief the Operations Order. "Men, read ahead till you reach the Concept of operations, then I will brief our mission from that point."
He watches as they read. He pulls out a can of Skoal to put in a fresh dip and waits.  	
	

Operation Plan: Warhorse retrieval (1) (SECRET)
 References: Intel provided by CIA, General Robertson, and Other SOCOM Missions, current info provided by insert team RED on the group in Mountain above the target area.
	Time Zone; Local times on Fort Campbell, shifting to ZULU time for travel to AO, Local time of Operation.
	Task Organization: Team  (12) Team Arch Angel (4) Support from Seal Team 5 (6) and 1st Recon Marines Company (145) controlled by Admiral Smith DOD war room.
	Situation:
     Area of Interest (AOI) Iranian village foothill of Damaaavard Mountains, part of the Alborz Mountain Range.
    Area of Operation (AO): See provided maps, reference Iran
    Terrain. Small rolling hills of the desert, elevation will climb sharply towards target village, backdrop highest mountain range in Iran.
    Weather Day time highs mid-90, night time lows 60, clear skies, and chance of precipitation 0, Impact on Mission NA
Enemy Forces. Terrorist Organizations within the Area of the Middle East with the support of the Iranian Military, with Russian Aircraft in support.

Friendly Forces. Team Red on the ground near Village, Naval Support in Med.
Higher HQ. General Robertson in War room, CIA over site
Mission: 
	Team  (+) will HALO into Iran in order to (IOT) locate and retrieve a nuclear device. Protecting national security and our allies.
Execution. 
	 HALO Insertion into Drop Zone link up with Team Red, move on foot to infiltration area, identified by Team Red, located within the Village, secure the nuclear device, Then ex-filtrate by foot to Helo pickup zone (HPZ), undetected by enemy forces. If detected by the enemy, illuminate with extreme prejudice, secure, and return the nuclear device at all costs.
Commanders Intent. I want everyone back here at Fort Campbell in five days in one piece, with the Silver Soccer ball. This mission is to stop one of the biggest threats that our nation we have ever seen. If the enemy is able to plant this device on our soil ever, this will be the end of the US as we know it. Our enemies will do anything to make this happen. We as a unit must do everything in our means to stop them. Nothing is too high of a cost to retrieve this device; I say again, at all costs!

 Aradian is the first to speak.
"So, boss, you think this thing is as important as the Commander's Intent makes it out to be? I mean, really, when have we ever done a mission where there was no backup?"
 Everyone was looking at Aradian. "So we have seal team five on standby. That's what I call back up. As a matter of question, boss, why is this mission not theirs, and we are the backup?" 
 Wolf looks up from the OP Order in his hand. He was still reading for the tenth time. "Well, Aradian, I am not sure what to say. All I can tell you is that this mission doesn't exist. As you know from my meeting with you and the other small team leaders, this mission came to us in an extraordinary manner. Who ever heard of a briefing out in the woods?"
"Why all the spy novel crap associated with this mission? Next thing we know, Tom Cruise will come in through that door with some theme music and a team of know it is to save our asses." With that comment, Fares breaks out into his rendition of the mission impossible theme song, joined by half the people in the room. Fares is on his feet, singing out the high notes, when Wolf interrupts him.
"OK, enough!" He has a smile on his face as he shakes his head. There is nothing like a little levity to make the mission anxiety simmer down, for he agrees with Aradian this mission makes no sense. "Let's go over the Concept of the OP."

Concept of Operation.
	Phase I: "Team Red was inserted on 14 Jul 2023. They have had eyes on the Village from two vantage points on the side of the Mountain since their arrival. While they report no joy in locating the holding area for the device, they do report to POI within the Village. Three more security team's code name "FOLKLORE" is airborne now to infiltrate and secure a route for the Team into the Village." 
 Mimms laughs, and everyone glances his way. "Mimms, what so funny?"
  Mimms turns to see his boss is not amused. "Wolf comes on. Who produces these names? Team Red? Team Folklore? Who are these guys?"
With that, he jumps up, lifts his shirt, exposing his chiseled stomach, and starts to rub them as he dances, asking. "Why should I trust this twisted steel and sex appeal to some team called Folklore?"
"Mimms! Sit and shut it!"  Everyone turns to see that General Richardson has walked into the room; he holds his hand out for everyone to relax. 
"Mimms, maybe from now on, you can name the teams that support us."
 Wolf says with aggression in his voice. "Sorry for the interruption." General Richardson says. "I’ll be over here listening to the brief,” he grabs a seat against the side of the room, where he can see the screen and his Team.
 “Yes, Sir.”  Wolf wonders to himself, why is the GENERAL here? He never comes to the briefs, never. “OK, men, let us continue.” 
Phase II. “Team HALOs in to link up with Folklore for the nine-click movement to target Village. We will split into two teams and search (AOI) Areas of interest given to us by Team Red. Once team Red gives the clear, we will locate the device in the Village. We will release team Folklore to move out to secure the HPZ at that time. They can be called back within ten minutes to assist us if needed.”
Wolf smiles as he looks around the room. He shakes his head, for they have never called back a security unit to help them. It is like calling in the boy scouts to fight a forest fire.
	Phase III. “Once we locate the correct compound, we secure it, no one in or out. We must secure the device as quickly as possible. Then move out from there to the HLZ.”
“Men, I plan on taking everything we can from this things delivery system, leaving them nothing but a large lawn jockey.”
“Since we have no Intel on the delivery system, we will have to go as we know, do what we do.”  Motion from the door catches Wolf’s attention. He glances towards it to see a young woman in a suit walking over to General Richardson. She says something in his ear, and he stands, looks at her, then at Wolf.
“Excuse me. I have to go; we will see you in the hangar.” “Yes, Sir,” he watches them leave the room as he hears Fares, “We? Who are we?” 
Wolf glances at Fares, raises his eyebrows, shrugs his shoulders, shakes his head no, then continues. He wonders to himself who this woman could be, not to mention why she was armed and was no good at hiding she was armed under that suit.	
Phase IIII. “We must move the five and a half miles from the Village to the HLZ as quickly as possible. The more darkness we have remaining when we leave, the better. Team Red, upon seeing us working to secure the device, we release one of their elements to move to rally point “History,” where they have preposition vehicles to move us up the mountain roads to the HLZ. Worst case, the trucks won’t be able to handle the roads, or the roads will be in such bad shape we will have to hump it out.”
“That’s the basics, men, next linkup time is tonight at 21:00 in the hangar, and I want full battle rattle checks done before I get there.”
“You know the SOPs let us make this an easy in and out. Now let’s go get a firecracker!” With that, the room fills with their voices as small team leaders chat with their teams, and maps are covered with men looking for all the Intel they can gather. JJ leans against the door blocking the Wolf's exit.
“What’s up, JJ?”  Wolf asks the skinniest of his Team, who has a short temper, not to mention an unquenchable thirst for a fight; of all the team operators, he looks like someone’s son, not a combat harden man that he is.
“Something doesn’t feel right, Boss, like this is the one man, this is the one I don’t come back from.”  JJ's brother, known as Doc, joins the conversation. 
“Boss, I agree there is something up with this one, from the meeting in the woods to the General having some women show up here during the brief, which he never comes to ever, then he leaves with her, not good brother, not good.”
“Relax, guys” Wolf smiles at them. “When was the last time we had this much riding on a mission? A known device is so small they call it the silver soccer ball. It wouldn’t take a lot to park that on the white house lawn now, would it? We know the CIA is on this mission. Hell, they probably have guys on the ground as we speak. I wouldn’t be surprised if we get to the hangar tonight and then in flight is waived off due to CIA grabbing it.” “OK, boss,” JJ responds as he steps out of his way. “See you tonight, men!”
With Mr. Toms, Wolf leaves the room, walking down the hallway, passing other soldiers as they go. “Mr. Toms, do you need a ride somewhere? Do you know where the hanger is?” “I’m good, Wolf. I need to know where General Richardson’s office is; I will meet them there.”
 Wolf points, just down that hallway there. “You will find a young LT at the desk; he will direct you.”  As Mr. Tom walks away, Wolf wonders to himself, “Them,” there it is again, people talking as if others are going, he was unaware of, the dreaded “we or them” again.
He makes the walk to his jeep in a few minutes. As he walks the unit hallways, he glances at all the pics and streamers on the walls and the display cases showing the rich history not many know about with the Special Forces and SOCOM world. 
He turns to exit through the door leading to the parking lot; he looks above the door and reads the inscription there, “The quiet professionals” he chuckles as he thinks nobody knew Fares when they got that reputation. 
He grabs the roll cage as he pulls himself into his jeep. For some unknown reason, he felt like just sitting there in the Kentucky heat of July, letting the light humidity soak into his skin. He glanced up into the huge water maple trees he had parked under as the feeling that something was wrong crept into his mind. He also felt what JJ and Frankie were saying. He thought it the minute he met the Admiral, not to mention as they talked about the mission. He just couldn’t put his finger on it; something was wrong as if everything he knew was about to change.


HANGER CHAPTER 3
21:00 hours, Hanger 3, Fort Campbell Army Airfield.

Wolf was walking in step with Ret. Admiral Wilkinson towards the open hanger door, most times this building would be the storage area for helicopters, yet Wolf and his Team were allowed to use this one for their Team.
 The hanger was huge, 2 ½ stories in height. The 25-foot doors were only open by a few feet allowing the view to the inside of the hanger, and the shiny polished cement floors were covered in Special Forces Muriels; some held to standards while others did not. As they passed through the door, the Adm. looked up to see the American flag in all its glory hanging from the rafters. Next to them hung the Special Forces flag along with their Team Symbol then along the far wall were many flags from many countries. He looked at them semi-confused.
“Wolf, what’s up with all the flags” as he points to them.
“Simple, Sir, just reminders of where we have been.
All the Admiral could do was shake his head at the number of flags. The walls were covered in posters of firearms and weapons, and there were E-type silhouettes; ropes were hanging from the ceiling, some big enough you must climb, and others were for rappelling. He nodded to the General. Who is sitting in the big La-Z-Boy leather chair that he brought to the hangar as he was smoking his cigar.
They stopped a few steps inside the door. From this position, they could see all the men checking and rechecking their equipment; everything they were carrying was laid out on tables and stacked under the table, as was their SOP. The Admiral had insisted on meeting all the men of the Team that was going after his bomb. Wolf has tried to talk him out of it, speaking of traditions and rhythm’s he and his men had in their way to get ready for a mission and introducing somebody to the mix was not done, but there was no stopping him, well none he was willing to do, even though the thought had crossed his mind.
He was also worried that the Admiral would tell his Team the same warning he had given him in the woods, if something goes wrong, you are on your own. That is how we do business here. Just not the best thing to say to men about to jump into one of the most hostile countries in the world to steal a bomb that he is sure is being guarded by half the Iranian Military even though that is not what he is being told.
When they enter the hangar, the chit-chat stops, and all the team members are caught off guard by the site of this stranger wearing fatigues and walking like he is in charge. Wolf points to Monty, who turns off the blasting radio, and the sound of Five Finger Death Punch fades out of the room. Those sitting on their small chairs, many strapped to the side of their gear, slowly stood up. Wolf caught JJ tapping his finger on one of the 45s on his hips, like a gunslinger waiting for the clock to strike twelve.
The Admiral glanced around the area. In one corner was a huge TV with every known game console on a shelf. Too many to count games were tossed about the large sectional and coffee tables near it, with an impressively big ashtray in the center. He spotted more than one cigar butt he figured belonged to Wolf or the General.
A large commercial fridge was against one of the walls. He knew it had to be full of beer and beef; they had passed by two grills as they entered the building. The far side of the hangar would make any Golds gym manager green with envy. There had to be every free weight known to man in that area, mirrors everywhere. He was unsure if he was in a game stop, a bar and grill, or a gym. One would never know this was the CP of the best Team in the business. From the outside, it looked like an out-of-date hanger was no longer used. 
Wolf caught the Admiral's eyes as he looked at the half of a black hawk blade leaning against the wall. He looked to ask Wolf about it but changed his mind. The feeling that something was wrong was almost overwhelming as he introduced his men. He glanced around one last time, looking at the General.
“Sir, this is Aradian, the leader of Team Hitter.” He shakes Aradian’s hand as he looks up at him. He stands 6”4, just a little taller than Wolf. He has brown hair and blue eyes and is wearing a shirt with a picture of Pug that reads errrmegod ima purg. He has to explain it to the Admiral. This is  Montgomery, aka Monty. He is their sniper. Monty nods to the Admiral. 
The Admiral steps to JJ.
“So Wolf, whose son is this?” JJ laughs a quick one laugh, then stares at the Admiral. “Sir, this is JJ. He is a communications specialist, aka dingus.” 
“I see you are carrying two 45s, one on each hip. Are you a gunslinger, JJ?” The Admiral asked as he tapped one of them on its handle. “Sir, I might have been in a past life.” “I see, or you might be one in a future life. Time will tell. By the way, dingus, how did you get that nice name? Family, I’m guessing.” 
“No, Sir, in ranger school, one of my instructors kept calling me Dumbass dingus because I messed up a couple of knots, and it stuck. Then, once I got them right, it became just dingus and stuck.”  The Admiral leaned in closer to him and looked him in the eyes. “Not a story one might find in the history books, I’m guessing.”  Wolf rolls his eyes behind the Admiral, blown away by the things he is saying and doing. He turns away from JJ to move to the next man. 
“Sir, this is JJ's brother Doc the team medic.”  As he turns away, Doc puts a finger in his brother’s face and acts like he wants to punch the Admiral in the back of the head. He puts his fist down and pulls out the 45 to clean where the Admiral touched it.

As Wolf introduced each member of the Team, as soon as the Admiral stepped away, they went back to check their gear. Wolf nodded to Mr. Toms as he joined in at the end of the row, he glanced around, figuring he would see the General and then give the Admiral to him, but he was gone from the lazy boy chair. Toms raised his eyebrows at Wolf a couple of times. He just shook his head.
“Sir, this is  Mimms. He is the leader of Team Arch Angel. Next to him is Howell he is the sniper. There is JW, their medic, not to mention a damn good shot with his sidearm, and then there is  Brown, the comms specialist.”
General Richardson stands on the catwalk above the men, watching Wolf introduce them. He lights up another cigar letting the smoke roll around before he exhales. He knows within seconds Wolf will realize he has moved up there, he looks to the Captain with him, bet you fifty dollars the Team will look up here due to the smoke, but Wolf won’t. “Bet, Sir.”
With that, he blows smoke down toward the Team. As they wait, one by one, they spot them glancing up at him, yet Wolf never looks their way. The young Captain hands the General his money. He puts it in his pocket and then touches her shoulder. “Listen to me. They will not like this one bit, and Wolf least of all. It’s hard enough for them to allow other teams, let alone a woman, to work with them. Trust me. Wolf will not cut you any slack, not for one second. She Shakes her head, acknowledging the General's comments. She breathes out slowly as she watches the Team below. 
“Sir, this is Team Widowmaker. Mack is the leader, Garret there is the sniper, Woods is the coms and demo, Manning here is the medic.”
 As the Admiral speaks to members of Widowmaker, Wolf finally glances up to the catwalk, where he sees the General and the Lady. She gives him a small hand gesture to say hello. He nods back, then looks at the General smiling at him. He says under his breath.  “O shit.”
“Sir, this is Team Phantom; Carlos is the leader, Tennessee is their sniper, Wilson is their medic, followed by Spalding, who is coms and demo. Then there is Mr. Nobel, the Team interrupter who has been on four team deployments and eleven missions with the Team. He has top clearance, Sir.”
Wolf glances back up at the General, and he glances at the Lady again, then back to the General, who nods yes. Wolf’s eyes go big as he stares at the General, then the Admiral grabs his attention again. 
“Sir, this is Fares, my coms guy; Hill, my medic, and McDonald, aka Ork, is my sniper; together, they all make up Team Silence .”
 The Admiral puts his hands on his hips. “Great looking team, the Wolfie.”  He shakes his hand, asking. “Where is the head?” Wolf points. The Admiral turns to walk away but stops. “Aw, I see the General Richardson’s and guest has arrived.”  Everyone turns to see them walking down the catwalk stairs, and they continue walking into a small room that Wolf uses as an office when he needs to talk privately with someone.
“Packed and stacked in one hour! Then it’s time for a little ride over the big pond and walking in the wind. Then we grab a firework and give it to the Big Admiral, who will flip the bill for a beach with barely clothed women and rum, right, Sir?!”  The Admiral gives thumbs-up as he hits the latrine door.
Fares jumps onto the couch. “That’s what I’m talking about, boys! Little Operation time them beaches and bitches! Can I get a Hell yeah?” 
“Hell yeah! Hell yeah!” Echoes through the hanger, Wolf laughs to himself, for he knew Fares would not miss a chance to talk smack then add a female in the CP, o it’s on! Wolf walks into the office to find that her hand is out to shake his even as he comes through the door, he ignores her and looks her straight in the eyes. “Sir?” He notices she keeps her hand there; she does not look away or swallow. Her self-confidence and control are top-shelf. He looks away from her to the General.
“Sir, first I have this Admiral come to get into our rhythm, then while he is talking, he about started a fight with dingus. We both know he has almost no control, hell I am impressed he didn’t say something harsher to the man.”  Now you have a woman in our CP. That’s all I need them to do: lose focus in mission prep over some pretty face. This is game time, Sir!”
“Well, Wolf, they better learn to focus around the young Parker, for she is going with you.” Wolf’s expression stays frozen as the words stung his ears. 
“What the!” Wolf raises a hand and waves him away without turning to Fares, who has leaned against the wall to listen to the chat. He shook her hand that was still out to him, “Ma’am.” “Sir, what is this about?”
 The General raises his hand to stop Wolf and puts a hand on his shoulder to guide him out the door so they can walk and speak out in the hangar away from the Team. As they leave the room, Wolf looks over his shoulder to Fares and gives him several hand signals. He nods, acknowledging Wolf's instructions, then walks to Parker.
“OK, ma’am, if you are going to play GI Jane with us, we better check your pack, so we can be ready to move when it is time. Ma’am, have you walked out the back of an airplane at 35000 feet, or will this be your first time?”
 Hell, Ma’am, it doesn’t matter if it’s your first time. It’s easy for you to follow us out as we will all be going down. Do you like that part, ma’am? “ Hill smiles as he listens to Fares. No one can rattle on about nothing as he can and toss in some sexual innuendo along the way.
“You know I meant going down on the LZ, of course, ma’am, that’s what I am talking about, OK so let’s take a good look at what you’re working with,” Hill about spits out his coke as he tries to drink it with all the crap Fares is tossing at Parker. He grabs her pack off her shoulder, then dumps it on the empty table outside the office door. The airborne symbol on the table and the HALO symbol, except they have changed it to a naked woman jumping with the gear on. Everyone knows that’s exactly why he choose that table. Maybe he will run Parker off with some luck, and they all can get back to business as usual.
“OK, Wolf, here is how this is going to work, don’t let them baby blue eyes and her playboy bunny build fool you; she is the best there is. She is highly trained and motivated; she will help you more on this mission than ever imagined.”
 Wolf shakes his head as he spits into the bottle he has pulled out of his cargo pocket. “Sir, how in seven hells is she going to help me? How is she an asset for this mission? I can’t even begin to count how a woman in the Middle East is not a good idea.” He twists the lid off the bottle to spit in it, as his mind flashes back to Baghdad in 2003 when he was talking with a group of men in a neighborhood who were attacked while under fire the MP team that was forced upon them by the local commander, had a female with them when the shooting started she screamed and crawled under the vehicle and cried, leaving them to fight. While again during the next mission, one of his Soldiers hid as another female soldier jumped on the machine gun and laid waste. He figured he had a 50/50 chance since he didn’t know her. 
“Sir, you know what happened half of the last times I was forced to work with a female soldier” he has his hands up, curling his two fingers on each hand to annunciate the soldier part. The General knew all too well every time they got drunk. Wolf always found his way to that day and was always angry. He still blamed one of his men getting wounded on the one not doing her job. Then when he talked to the chain of command about it, they hid it under the rug.
General Richardson just kept walking while he listened. Once they had walked out of the hangar and to a picnic bench, he sat on the top with Wolf standing before him. He now had his hands on his hips. General reached into his cargo pocket, pulled out a cigar pouch, slipped on for himself, and offered one to Wolf, who shook his head no. The General raised an eyebrow at Wolf and held them closer to him; he reached in, took one out, and then spit his dip onto the ground. “Last one of these together, Wolf, so enjoy.”
“Sir, don’t you mean the last one till I see you again?”
 “Yes, yes, that’s what I meant.” He lights his cigar, takes a couple of long hard pulls, and then hands the lighter to Wolf. “You know I don’t have to explain myself to you, Wolf, even when you were in the Army.”  He takes another pull on the cigar as he looks at him. 
“Yet I will humor you, for we have done a lot of missions, and I have never thrown you a curve ball like this one.” He lets the smoke roll around in his mouth as the sounds of music come out of the hanger. They both know they are getting wound up in there. This is a good thing.
	“Parker is a nuke specialist; she is the #1 nest team in the world’s leader.” He takes another long pull on his cigar, then slowly blows it out.
“They are stationed in DC. Like us, they can be anywhere in the world in under 24 hours. She also has the highest jump for a women's record. It may be a few feet higher than your best there, Wolf, so you might want to cut her some slack.”  He smiles at him as he pulls on his cigar again; he knows Wolf won’t speak yet to many years together playing this game together. 
“She is also a level four combative instructor, hell man she has talked face to face with Dana White of the UFC, challenging his women champion. Before this mission came about, she was training in the mountains of Colorado for that fight. Hell, she even dips like you. You too will get along great,” he leans closer to Wolf, “understand?”
“Yes, Sir.” Wolf cannot shake the feeling that something is wrong yet again. He takes another pull on the cigar; he looks to the stars, rolls his foot along the edge of the ground as he likes to do when he is nervous, and decides he’ll just be quiet and enjoy his cigar with the General.
Chapter 4
0100 hours Campbell Army Airfield, Fort Campbell KY

Team Silence is putting the last touches of their load on the C17 that will take them to the jump zone. Wolf stands on the ramp with Admiral and General watching the team. “So, Wolf, Parker can handle her loading and prepping. Guess maybe me adding her to this mission is a good thing”. The admiral is smiling at Wolf, “hell, son, I am betting it will make history!” He laughs; Wolf shakes his head and finishes the paperwork to hand to the General in a few minutes.
The Admiral is always amazed at how loud the music is in the aircraft while these men are loading and getting ready. Now and then, they will break into air guitar when a good rift comes on, with a couple of drummers as they sing like they think they can. He smiles. Nothing like seeing fifteen killers act like they’re on MTV. 
“So Wolf, the call sign Team Silence might be inaccurate. I think Team Psychopaths may reflect better what is happening on this aircraft.”  The admiral smiles at him, he knows how combat teams get loose for missions, but he can’t pass up a chance to take the last shot at the seasoned Merc. He knows he is respected by all who know him and many who have just heard of him. He was in Baghdad for so long at the beginning of Operation Iraqi Freedom that many Iraqi leaders within the police and military knew him by name. He even trained two battalions of Iraqi soldiers. If anyone can make this happen, he can. 
Even though the Admiral acted like he didn’t know Wolf when they met, he had read everything about the man and even had some of his people look into his background to see if anything was hidden from the Military. They found nothing, so he stood beside the man he had read so much about.
A 6”3, 200-pound soldier, who was his high school quarterback, leading them to back-to-back Texas state championships his junior and Senior year. His coach demanded they play off-season sports to stay in shape. Wolf played water polo and the first time his high school had made it to the playoffs in the sport. He was also told by the coach he was going to run for student body president his senior year, of which he did enter the race two days before the election, yet he won by a landslide. He wanted to attend College to play football in Texas but decided to accept an ROTC Scholarship, as did both once he was commissioned. Infantry school, then airborne school, followed by ranger school, upon graduation; he was lost in the system and stranded at Fort Benning. He soon learned he could get into other schools to pass the time while the Sergeant Major (SGM) and Cornel worked on getting him an assignment. He didn’t know that when the SGM saw him walk onto Pathfinder school on his own, he sat back to see what would happen to this Lieutenant. He graduated without a hitch; the SGM was so impressed he decided to groom this soldier for other things. Next, he sent Wolf to Sniper School not only at Fort Benning, but when he graduated, he sent him to the USMC school, and again he graduated. Very rare for a young 2nd LT; however, they had to keep him busy as they worked to get him an assignment. So, the SGM kept on sending him to school. He sent him to Fort Campbell for Air Assault school. While there, Wolf met his first Green Beret, and the salty old SF soldier took to Wolf. After training, they spent some time together in the evenings—the Special Forces bug bit Wolf.
Returning to Fort Benning, he asked the SGM how to join the SF. Being a Ranger himself, the SGM wanted him to go to the 75th Ranger Regt, not the SF. He told Wolf three years in Regt would make getting into the SF easier, and Wolf agreed. While in the Ranger Battalion (BN), he competed every year in the best ranger completion, never winning, always due to his partner holding him back. A couple of years later, while having a beer at the four winds restaurant outside Fort Benning, his old buddy from SF happened to walk in.  They talked about the last few years, when Wolf had deployed to Afghanistan and Iraq, being decorated in both campaigns for valor. His SF buddy made a phone call and patted him on the back, said I’ll see you soon and walked out the door. Within a month, Wolf was at selection for SF. While in the qualification course (Q Course), he stood out as a physically strong team player and leader. He graduated with distinction, and an Alpha team picked him up. 
Very unusual for most to spend time on a B team first. After several missions, all with great success as an operator and leader, Wolf again went looking for a bigger challenge. He applied to Delta Force and disappeared for a couple of years, until one day, he walked back into 5th group, where he met Cornel Richardson and asked him for a job. The admiral was amazed at how much this soldier had done in the army since joining in 1998. Now he was about to walk onto an airplane only 22 years later while no longer in the Army. Wolf went on the hunt for the next challenge building one of the best asset teams the General and now the Admiral had ever used. He knew Wolf and his team would get that bomb back from those animals one way or another. Now when he would get his hands on it was another question. 
Wolf glances at his men to see Parker has jumped onto a 463L Pallet of gear and is jamming away on her air guitar like many of them. He laughs when he sees Fares standing halfway up the stairs leading to the flight deck with his mouth hanging open, watching the young parker jamming out with them. Then he sits down and shakes his head as she rolls across Monty’s back, jamming her guitar like she thinks she is in a Van Halen concert.  The song ends with a few team members clapping to the show she has put on. Howell high-fives her as Monty yells, “SMOKIN!” In his best Jim Carrey impression voice.
The aircraft commander gives Wolf the thumbs up. They are ready to go. 
“Ok, Wolf, go get that bomb! Make us proud! You might make history!” His hand was out to Wolf, who grabbed it and shook it too hard as he spoke to the Admiral. “Sir, I have no idea why you say that so much, but maybe you can explain it to me when we return.” The admiral laughed, “When I was younger, I made the mistake of explaining things once. I hope I don’t make that mistake again.” Wolf let go of his hand and then turned to his boss.
“Sir, I will see you on the deck of the enterprise in three days with a nuke in tow!” “Damn right, you will, no messes Wolf, bring everyone back. I’ll have the beer on ice and tickets to the beach for you and the boys.”
 He hugs Wolf, which catches him off guard. Into his ear, he mumbles something, Wolf pulls away with a strange look, and he salutes the General, turns, and walks through the jet wash. How he loves that sensation, it means he is going to work. He does it every time he walks into a plane. This time he was shaking his head as he walked. Did he hear the General right?
He gets to the top of the ramp, and the C17 is already moving toward the runway. Thumbs up to his team, they return it, and he gives one to the crew chief, who raises the ramp. Wolf climbs the stairs to the flight deck to speak to the pilots. 
“Greetings, GO.” He addresses the Pilot, his grey-haired General. 
“My flight plan says approx. 11 hours 19 minutes to our drop zone.”
“Yep, that’s what I have heard, give or take some wind.” Wolf gives him a thumbs up. He looks at the flight plan and wheels up at 0330 local + 11.2 hours flight time due to inflight refueling. Adjusting for local time puts them jumping at approximately 0100, right on schedule. 
“Ok, GO, let’s get this bird nice and high! Rock and Roll, Old Man!” GO  gives him the thumbs up, and the bird rocks back as it pushes forward. Wolf steadies himself against the wall as he watches the white lines on the runway speed up, and then they disappear as the bird lifts into the sky.
Once down the stairs, he sits in his seat and puts on the headset waiting for him there. He squeezes the talk button, addressing everyone in the bird. “We are rocking towards Iran. Eleven hours from now, we will take a walk in the wind. The news won’t report it, the history books won’t record it, but we will make it happen! Because all the best deeds are done in SILENCE! 
 Everyone responds with, “Team, we all we got!” He smiles and opens the file on his seat. Parker is seated next to him. She taps him on the headset showing him hers is on another channel, and he nods and switches to her channel. “Wolf, I’m Parker,” he interrupts her. “Parker, we have a long flight and will talk soon enough.” Then he turns back to his file. After he read the file, he found nothing new inside as he had hoped. It was weather updates, a small bio on Parker, and Intel from Team Red on the ground. One thought kept going through his mind; he told his team no one would record it in the history books, even though the admiral kept saying you’re going to make history. He glanced at Parker. She was sleeping as all do in the rhythm of the bird. He smiled, put his feet onto the pallet, then closed his eyes for a nap, wondering who Parker was and why she was on this mission as he fell asleep.

0112 hours, Iranian airspace, approximately 35000 feet

Last-minute checks were being done and redone. Everyone was talking across the net. Their suits are all buttoned up and ready to go. Everyone was waiting for the lights to go green; the ramp was lowered all was ready for them to walk off it. Wolf was staring at the horizon as he enjoyed the moments. His quiet was interrupted by Fares, as always, with his never-ending mouth. He then checked his altimeter against the one on the aircraft's wall. They went over the Phases of the mission, and everyone seemed to be tracking. He felt they would get this done easily, but he couldn’t shake the sensation that something was wrong.
He closed his eyes and tried to push the sensation away, the sudden female voice in his ears startled him, and he opened them to see Parker standing before him. 
“I said you’re not nervous about the altitude, are you?” Her smile was beaming. This annoyed him. He shook his head no, “Not a chance!”
“The General told me about your jumps and training. Congratulations on the record. I look forward to the ride. It’s the only time I get alone, just under two minutes fallen, then a few more of floating on down to something a lot noisier for the most part.” Behind her visor, she smiles. She has already figured out he won’t give out compliments for free or to hear himself talk, unlike Fares. “Just for the record, Wolf, it’s just a number, and you know if the aircraft instruments are off, we could have been higher or even lower for that fact.”

“ATTENTION, ATTENTION,” a computer voice interrupts their conversation, coming across in their helmets. “Approaching exit point 60 seconds.”

Wolf watches as his team moves into lines to take a walk out of the bird. He moves to the end of the ramp, looking out into the peaceful sky. Fares breaks the quiet, “No, Ma’am, I go second you follow me, as he steps by her.”

“ATTENTION, ATTENTION: Exit aircraft…. Now, Now, now.”

The lights in the aircraft all turn from red to green. Parker just watched as Wolf stepped off the ramp backward as if it was just a step to the ground. He tossed everyone a salute and disappeared into the darkness. She smiled and followed Fares out of the aircraft, almost side by side, followed by the entire team. She turned to watch everyone exiting the aircraft, and the bird flew out of sight. She rolls back over as the whole team reaches terminal velocity in the dark of the night.
Wolf loves the sensation of falling at critical velocity towards yet another adventure. They began to deploy their chutes just under two minutes after exiting the aircraft. He adjusts his direction toward the four burning barrels on the ground set on fire by the team awaiting their arrival. “Team, this is Wolf, radio check.” He goes over the last couple of checks he needs in his head, and one, two, three, and four come across the net. He knows everyone is there as the ground comes rushing up. As always, Fares starts to chatter. “Man, what a job we got. Just flew almost around the world, then fell 35000 feet towards the earth, to land in a country where if they catch us they will cut all our heads off, but hey, don’t worry, they will videotape it and play it on TV, then the president will do nothing about it.:
 When the team hit the 2000-foot mark, they deploy their chutes. “Here comes the ground.” Fares calls out.
“Then all we have is the simple task of covering a few miles, sneaking through two villages and into a third, locating, disabling, and carrying out a bomb, that they want to park in Washington. Then we have to get the hell out of here. Man, how will my weekends ever be the same if I lose this job.”
Everyone laughs to themselves as they land. They started stripping their gear, then handing it off to a couple of locals, who put it into large bags and tossed them over the back of a few horses. They will get rid of everything; they have been paid to do this. Everything is taken away within minutes, and the fire barrels are out, covering the valley floor. Wolf pulls out his satellite phone and quickly calls the war room, letting the General know they are on the ground. He already knows this, for they have been watching via a satellite passing overhead. All they can see is the inferred images of men landing and moving around because it is night.
 Mimms takes a knee next to Wolf. Ok, boss, we got the point with Folklore; we are out of here. Wolf nods, and he moves out with his team in tow. Arch Angel follows next; Wolf looks to his team and Mr. Toms, along with Parker, as they follow the lead of the two teams. They are followed by Phantom, who is watching their six. 
A few moments down the road, a simple call comes over the radio, “Badman down, body hide moving forward,” as they move out, Wolf glances over at Parker to see how she is carrying her M4. He wonders if she has ever used it on a man in combat or if all her training is just that: paper targets in a controlled environment. He hopes this is not her first rodeo, or this may not have a happy ending for her, let alone his men. He decided he would not ask. Three miles pass before it’s interrupted again.	Comment by David Parker: Gota be a better way to say this
Wolf, this is Angel. We have a lot of company in our way, changing directions, watch for IR markers, out.  Mimms is exceptionally talented at not walking into ambushes or being detected as they move even in open terrain. Within minutes he spots the IR markers, then halts to everyone with just a squeeze of his throat mic, halt. Everyone slowly and quietly lowers themselves to the ground. Wolf wants to see if they are Bedouins or soldiers in the small creek area. He and Fares creep silently as a tomb up the small embankment. Mimms has used as cover for the team to slip past them undetected. As they reach the top of the embankment, Wolf hands his M4 to Fares, points for him to stay and watch over, he slowly crawls up the edge to where he can see them. Shit, Is all he can say to himself. There are not only soldiers but also Russians and Iranians, and it appears some Turks are with them. 	Comment by David Parker: Maybe AK47 to blend
Good sixty or so, most asleep but enough to cause them problems, the ones awake standing around burn barrels. He doesn’t see anyone pulling security, which is why he, not to mention the entire team, has been able to come so close without being noticed.
 Through his nods, he scans the area, there are a couple of smaller trucks nearby, three, four horses, but these men walked here. This is good for the team. If they are alerted, they will have to approach the village on foot, an advantage. He slowly backs down to Fares, takes his weapon, then stays low. Moving away from the edge, he sends one click, and two clicks is the response. Slowly, they all begin to stand, from the front to the back, as it's time for each member to step off. He wonders if this is the unknown thing causing him to feel uneasy on this mission.   
The path they are using turns along the embankment. They all follow Angel’s path that leads around the people to their front. He is impressed with how well Parker is moving within the team. There is no sound, so maybe she can hang with them, at least in the movement. Time will tell for other things. No one within the team was surprised Wolf had him lead. Aradian is a shooter first, second, and third. He prefers going through, not around, but this mission is not open to that. They need to get in and out without a sign. Once all the teams signaled that they had followed the IR Markers around the men, they picked up the pace and arrived at the objective (OBJ) staging point shortly. On a small hilltop just south of the village, they stay on the military crest and watch the village. Wolf links up with the leader of Folklore, who has been watching the area for the past couple of days. The path he had laid out for them was easy to move through, getting them to the village ahead of schedule, just as Wolf liked it. 
Wolf, Phantom, we have a tail, headed back to clip it, standby. Wolf clicks his radio, acknowledging what’s going on. A few minutes pass again on the radio, tail clipped, two clicks from Wolf, and their back to the business.
Ranger LT Jones is a short red-haired guy whose troops call him Opie due to his appearance. He has been sitting on the side of the hill after they were brought in from Afghanistan; it’s been a boring couple of weeks. Wolf could see how tired he was. So, what do we have, LT? Well, I have three positions watching the village. Here is the aerial photo we have used to map the area. Wolf takes it from the LT. I have circled the places that have to most activity. This one in the middle seems most likely to be where they hide the missile. He studies the photo, looking from it to the village below. Ok, LT, where does most of the traffic come from and go to? 
At the end of the village, into that area there, it’s a market. Ok, where does everyone stay away from? Well, that happens to be that area over there, the larger house with the taller wall around it. No one seems to go there since we got here. Wolf looks at the photo again and then at the home. Well, LT, I’m willing to bet that’s where we will find what we seek. The LT shakes his no. Look, man, we walked into this place. It took us a few days, staying low and sneaking around, and then we arrived. You know how hard it is to hide from a busy little village, hell couple of kids came within feet of me yesterday. I should know by now what is going on down there.
Wolf smiles at him, and he understands LT’s aggressive attitude. It is said that the Rangers eat their young. He loved the attitude. It has its place in the Military. If you want a village taken out, call the Rangers; if you wish to do anything from secure to control, contact the Rangers. Yet this is not that type of mission. First off, LT, if the kids came too close, you’re in a bad spot, and so did you scout the hillside and see where there were no trails? Hence no one goes. I don’t have time to give a block of instructions on how to do this right. No one goes to that building. He is pointing at the facility the LT said has no traffic. I know this because the village knows what is there, and the local leaders don’t want any attention brought to it, not to mention it’s the only building large enough for a missile to carry the device to the USA, and that’s barely large enough.
Thanks for the help. He winks at the LT as he moves back to where he has had all the Team leaders wait for him. They all lay on the ground; fares drop a black poncho over them as they look at the aerial photo provided by the LT under a gentle red lens light. So this is where I believe the device will be, as he points to the more significant building he had just discussed with the LT.
Hitter, you take the far side. Angel, you have the left, Widow the right, Phantom, we are with you on this end. Once everyone’s in place, signal with IR, and I will send the knockers to the door. Hopefully, they will be friendly to Toms and Nobel and invite them for tea. If not, we take them anyway. He looks at each leader as they nod. They understand him. Changing the mission is normal. Being able to react to what one finds is common for leaders. Ok, two minutes and you move out, far, left, right, us. They all move out to their teams. Fares rolls up the poncho. CPT Parker lies on the ground watching the team leaders move to link up with their men. She watches Wolf stare through his nods at the compound they are about to approach. The green glow on his face from the nod shows a calm man. He turns to look at Mr. Toms and Noble, preparing to walk to the main gate. She turns to watch them, adjusting the man's dresses and sandals as they pack their gear into assault packs, then handles them to Fares. 
He nods and attaches one to his ruck while tossing the other to Ork, who does the same. The two men mumble something to each other in Arabic, then give a thumbs up to Wolf. He holds them there, waiting for the confirmation his teams are in place around the compound. After a few faint clicks in his ear from his teams, he nods at them. They walk away towards the gate, where two guards are talking under a small light as they smoke.
Parker watches them walk away. She also heard all the clicks coming across the radio. She is impressed with how little they talk to make this mission happen and how little is even needed for them to communicate. A dog would turn its head, trying to hear the clicks in these earpieces. The new whisper mics everyone wears are amazingly sensitive and easy to use. She can hear the men talking as they approach the gate. The guards turn to see them approach but make no moves. She shakes her head, so trusting they are to those who look like them, so easy to infiltrate. For years they have been fighting terrorist organizations in the Middle East and worldwide. One thing is always the same, they are racist as can be, making them soft along with easy to hunt. They only have a few assets, money, and small minds to recruit. They spend so much time making headlines with suicide bombers and beheading videos the entire world misses what they are really about, world domination.
She smiles to herself, knowing they will not accomplish their goal with this bomb, not with the team on the hunt, let alone any other thing they plan to use this silver soccer ball for. Two clicks in her ear bring her back to the men approaching the gate.
Toms waves to the guards, and all the men exchange customary Middle East custom greetings, followed by hands-on hearts. As she watches through her nods, she notices Nobles has a 9mm with a suppressor on it in his left hand, behind his back. As they reach the guards, she and everyone can see that one of the guards is not happy with them being there. Toms continues to talk, trying to be friendly to them, and in seconds it’s over. One of the guards starts to raise his AK47 as Nobles pulls the weapon from behind his back. Two flashes, and they are down; as he turns, he smashes the bulb above and leans against the wall.
She goes to stand but notices no one is moving. She looks to Wolf. He is still on one knee, watching. There are no sounds. She looks again at Noble and Toms, standing against the wall. No one is moving, just the silence of the night. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees Wolf start to stand, and the rest of the team stands with him. A couple of quick hand gestures as they move toward their counterparts at the wall. As they make their too them, she scans around the compound to see IR lasers slowly moving near windows and along the rooftop. She knows they are watching every inch of the compound as they approach. If anything appears that is a threat, it will be dealt with.
Wolf again gestures to Noble, who opens the gate and then leads the way into the compound. Each man steps through the open gate into the courtyard. It is empty except for a few metal chairs. They stay close to the walls and low to hide in the shadows. No one moves suddenly through the gate. Team Hitter appears and then moves directly to the door. Once against the wall with them all pulling security in all directions, very standard door breach tactic. Hitter looks to Wolf. All is silent. He then looks around the compound again, quiet. Wolf cannot shake the sensation that something is wrong. He looks again at all the windows. He notices not even a dog is barking. He decides to break his own rules and squeezes his hand mic. Does anyone see anything? I don’t like how quiet it is. All he gets is silence. He looks to the sky, all the stars are brighter in his nods, and he looks to Hitter, giving him a thumbs up. 
Aradian taps his man on the shoulder, and the signal goes up the line to the point man. He reaches out to see if the door is locked, but to everyone's surprise, it is not. The point man slowly opens the door again. They slowly step through the door. Wolf can see their lasers clearing each corner and hallway as they enter the building. He stands then they all walk through the door. This building is nothing special; first, he notices a couch, a chair, and rugs on the floors. Another two of his teams come past him one at a time to search the building, and the fourth one secures the perimeter from the outside. As he watches his teams clearing the building, he wonders why guards are at the gate if no one is there. He looks at his watch. Only a couple more hours of darkness. Where the hell is this thing? Could the LT be right? Did he choose wrong?
Wolf, we got something here. Mimms's voice fills his ear, back of the house. Wolf moves quickly down the hallway to Mimms to find a well-hidden door behind a fake wall, and the only way found this is the scratch on the floor that is showing in the moonlight from the window. Mimms and his men figured it out; now they're standing looking down a flight of stairs. Mimms go, clear the stairs. His team jumps into line as they move down the stairs, and Wolf falls in line with them. 
The stairs are metal and spiral into darkness, moving quickly within moments. They reach the bottom, then down a small hallway, they clear. The walls are cement; barely two men can walk side by side. The nods are the only reason they can move this fast, and they reach a door, open it and walk into a large underground cave. The teams quickly clear the room, but no one is found. There are small walls separating rooms full of equipment and tools. He looks to the ceiling for any windows; there are none. 
Someone find some lights! His voice echoes through the room, a thud from the large switch being thrown, followed by lights flooding the room. The sheer size of the cave catches Wolf by surprise. Many people have been working in this cave, someone has built floors at the far end of the cave, making workspaces, and there are desks with computers on each—a small operating room near them, like a small medical clinic. Large screen TVs cover one of the walls, and cables lead up to an opening in the ceiling, obviously leading to satellite dishes. One area looks like a mechanic shop, another place for electronics, maybe bomb-making, not sure. In the center of the cave on a platform is a Soviet Missile Mobile Center, RS-12M1, with a RT-2PM Missile on it, the largest Soviet truck system. 
OK! Well, I guess we aren’t going to drive this big bitch out the front door. Fare's voice breaks the tension. 
Parker, so what do we do with this? Wolf turns to her.
She walks around the truck, looking it over. Right here is the panel behind which we will find the silver soccer ball. She is pointing at a small panel near the front. OK, let’s get up there; Mimms get the ball. Mimms moves his team to the truck to get to the job. He watches for a minute, then turns to look around the room. Seeing Aradian looking at some photos on a desk. He joins him there. What are you looking at, Aradian? He hands him some black and white photos. 
Boss, why the hell would we find pictures of American history in this place? 
Wolf studies them, nothing special, he thinks, black and white photos of the civil war, some others of American Indians, many different times in history, some of Vietnam, so many different periods of American history. Maybe whoever worked here loves American history?  He stares at one of the photos, and there is a face in it that is strangely familiar to him.
Boss! Hills yells. Wolf and Aradian turn together, looking to Hills. We got to GO! They run over to Hills, who is looking at a glass of tea still steaming on the desk. Someone was just here, and they had to be here as we descended the stairs! He looks around, ok Hills, you're right, but how did they get out?  Mimms speed it up. Who was here, I am sure, has told the troops we passed, times ticking! 
Trying, boss, I have never seen anything like this thing. 
He turns to Parker, who is standing next to him. I don’t know why they sent you with us, but now is the time to show us why you are here, for the clock is ticking. Now get your ass over there and help Mimms. He is pointing to the truck where Mimms and his men are working to figure out where this silver soccer ball is within this rocket system. 
Mimms, have one of your men power up that launch panel there at that end of the truck! Dingus, move it! Do as she says! He moves his way down the truck. Ok, Ma’am, what now? Turn the key, then push each yellow button. It should be lit up, then hit the flashing red light. The rocket lifts several feet enough for a man to get under it. Ok, Mimms, see that radioactive symbol there on its belly? Yes Ma’am. Cut that entire symbol out. Under it will be our soccer ball. Once he cuts away the metal, he sees what they are after for the first time. It is round with flat parts like a 3d octagon; the wire running from the truck is transparent with a slight glow. He looks to Parker. This thing reminds me of the flux capacitor in Return to the Future. She nods her agreement. We need to cut the frame that holds it into the missile. Yes Ma’am. He turns his torch onto the frame and cuts it out.
Fares, get your ass up those stairs, make contact with Phantom, see if it’s quiet, Roget that. The sound of him running up the metal stairs quickly fades away as he returns to the desk with the photos. He picks up the one in which he sees a familiar face. That feeling something is wrong is stronger than ever. Are we ready to go yet?  Carlo's voice echoes through the cave as he, fares, and his team come walking down the path the truck had to follow into the cave. Wolf shakes his head at the site of his men coming. Carlos, who is securing the upstairs? LT Opie and the boys have the compound. All is quiet out there, boss. Fares told us about this place so we came to join you. How did you find your way down here? Simple when the lights came on, we spotted a small hole in a wall that ended up being a, shall I say, garage door over sorts. So here we are, boss. 
Mimms, I want to go! One last cut, boss, then this sparkly will be all mine! Wolf looks back to the picture, maybe no one is familiar, but someone is out of place. He stares at it, just a black and white copy of a photograph he had seen in school of the gold spike ceremony in Utah to complete the railroads from coast to coast. Yet something was wrong. What was it? He studied every face, the trains, every detail. He just couldn’t put his finger on it. GOT IT, BOSS! Mimms hands the silver soccer ball to Parker. She puts it in a pack and then carries it to Monty.
Wolf slides the photo into his vest. Ok, men, we are out of here. Everyone starts up the path, following Carlos as he leads them out once outside. They load up the trucks the Rangers decided to bring up. Wolf meets up with the LT, so why did you bring up the trucks? The LT points to a man in the middle of the field, watching them. That guy has been on a call phone for the last few minutes. I figured we better get out of there faster than by foot. Wolf shakes his hand. OK, LT, get you men on the trucks; we are all out of here. Wolf, that’s not my mission; we are heading out differently. Get on the trucks, or you will have to fight them. He points at the soldiers that passed, walking quickly from where they all came. The LT sees them coming, then calls out to his Rangers. Load up, men. We are out of here!
As the trucks pull out of the compound, LT, who has jumped onto a bench next to Wolf, smiles as he says, watch this. They are watching the compound as the soldiers reach it. He pulls out a small detonator, flips the safety off, and presses the button. The light from the explosion causes Wolf to hold up a hand to block it from his eyes as the ball of fire fills the sky. The size of the blast causes everyone to look with amazement. LT, how much c4 do you guys carry? Fares asks.
The LT looks to him. Trust me, that was not all my work. We must have set something off we didn’t realize was there. Multiple explosions followed one after another. Wolf reached up, grabbing a bar across the back of the truck to stand, as he watched the explosions move through the little village. He knew there had to be something under the ground, something he and his men missed. Now there was one less village, he figured the fires would put out his feeling something was wrong, yet it did not. The trucks s continued to speed down the road, headed into the mountains, and the teams all watched the village burning farther and farther down below.
As the hour passes, while the teams ride in the tucks, some men grab a nap, others joke about things, and Wolf smokes his cigar. He knows any minute now, as the road has grown so steep, they will reach the HLZ soon. He can’t wait to be away from here for this mission to end. It can’t end soon enough, he mumbles to himself.  The road flattens out as they pull into a field. They park the trucks under the trees to keep them from being seen from above. Most of the men jumped down to stretch their legs along with things that needed to be done. The sun had climbed its way into the sky as they drove. 
Hills get out the sat phone. I want to call the boss. He sits on the end of the truck waiting for him to bring it to him. Parker walks over to stand against the truck as she speaks to him. That went well, I’d say. He looks at her. Other than having the ball, I’d say we failed. She turned to face him. How’s that? Let me ask you, Ma’am, how many people do you think died when that village blew up?
She stepped closer to him; Wolf, how many did you see?  Hearing this, he jumped down from the truck; Ma’am, do you expect me to think?
 Excuse me, boss! He looks to Hills, the phone won’t connect, but the birds are inbound anyway. As he points towards the mountain tops, the tiny silhouettes of the helicopters are barely visible. Wow, they're early. What do you mean the phone won’t work? He has his hand out for it. Hills hands it to him. The power is on, but the signal keeps coming in and out. 
He tries some things to make it work, but it will not. He realizes Parker is standing next to him. He looks at her. So, are you telling me there was no one in that village? Parker smiled. Like I said did you see anyone? Did you hear a dog? See a car? As he works with the phone, he shakes his head no. Did the LT say anyone stayed there at night? Again No. You just assumed people lived there, right? He looks at her, handing the phone back to Hills. Yes, Ma’am, I guess I did. 
The sounds of the approaching MH-47E helicopters coming into land interrupted their chat. He puts a hand on her shoulder. We will talk more about this on the carrier. She smiles, then turns to get her gear and head for the birds. He stands at the edge of the tree line watching as all of the Team and the Rangers load the birds, then he walks onto one and shakes the hand of the crew chief as he is handed a headset. He puts them on his head. Pilot, this is Wolf. Hey Wolf, welcome aboard. I am Chief warrant officer T. Smith.
You know I’ve been picked up worldwide but never hours early. Roger that Wolf, a satellite covering your mission, observed the explosions and your departure by truck, so your boss sent us early. So here is the plan we're going to get these bad boys airborne. Wolf grabs a strap hanging from the wall as the bird lifts off the ground. Then it is approximately 244 nautical miles to our carrier waiting for us in the Mediterranean Sea. 
Sounds great, Chief. A couple of hours, and we are on the deck. Mission over! Thanks for the lift. He turns to sit in an open seat. This is from your boss. Wolf nods as he takes it. Did he give it to you on the carrier? The crew chief taps his headset, signaling he didn’t get the message. Wolf tries again. Did you get this, his headset is filled with static and whines from the speakers. He shakes his head to fight off the sounds. He pulls them from his head to look at them. The crew chief turns, walks to a panel, and plays with the knobs and cords connected to it. He watches him work with it, pulling off his headset to escape the sounds. The red and green lights on the panels flicker on and off. The door gunner pulls off his headset and drops them on an empty seat as he begins to work with the console at his end of the bird. Wolf turns and looks out the window. He sees the other birds carrying some of his team and the Rangers. He smiles, knowing when the Rangers get back to Fort Benning and their unit, the stories of how they saved the Special Forces will grow weekly. The bird slides hard and suddenly to the right, slamming him into the wall, sending Fares across the bird and into another seat.
The crew chief signals for everyone to get their straps on. They all follow the instructions. Wolf sees Parker sleeping in her seat, curled against her pack. He turns away and then back quickly. Something caught his eye, but when he looked back, that which he thought he had seen was not there. He shook his head. I must be dehydrated, seeing spots and twinkles. He smiles as he looks away. Fares is staring at him. His headset is on. He taps it the gives a thumbs up, saying they are working again. Hey, boss, what are you shaking your head about? Wolf looks to Parker again. I swear there was a light coming from her pack, I looked back, and there was nothing, so I must be tired. He tosses his feet onto some gear in the center of the bird and closes his eyes to grab a nap, listening to the chatter between crew and pilots about electrical problems that have stopped. He drifts off to sleep. 
The bird's pitch awakens him as it turns to line up with the carrier. He stretches and looks around to see everyone awake and ready to land. He stands and looks out the window; seeing the water around them makes him smile. Couple more days, he will have his feet in the sand drinking a Corona, looking at this kind of water again. The bird lands on the deck. The ramp lowers as the team walks onto the carrier. General Richardson is there waiting for Wolf. He walks down the ramp to shake the hand of his boss. Welcome back, Wolf, having a nice trip? So far, so good, Sir. Ok, in two hours we meet in the briefing room. Grab a shower and a meal. I will meet you all there. Roger that, Sir.
This way, Sir.
 A very young-looking Marine Lance Corporal leads the way to a cabin where he can change. As they walk, small teams of sailors are running across the deck, and alarms are sounding. Wolf turns to see the problem, deck lights flashing like a bird is approaching, yet there is none. Elevators are rising and lowing. The carrier seems alive. The Marines radio starts giving off a loud whining noise, and the marine keys the mic to stop it. Then as quick as it started, it stopped. All is quiet. 
Wolf and the Marine look at each other, shrug their shoulders then continue to the cabin. Wolf walks into the briefing room after a shower, shave, and meal. His team is there with everyone attached. To his surprise, so is the Ranger LT. He nods to him. It looks like I am stuck with you, Wolf, until we get stateside, at least. Everyone is seated facing the front of the room, where a podium is. Hey Wolf. Fares bellows out from his seat. I think I am sitting where Tom Cruise sat in Top Gun. What do you think? He looks to Fares and raises his coffee cup. You just might be. He looks to the front, for they are playing the Alabama game everyone missed while on this mission. Come on, boss. You're blocking my view.  Monty is on his feet, trying to watch the score. He waves to him as he lowers himself into a chair to watch.
On your feet! A Marine yells! Captain on Deck! Only the Ranger LT jumps to his feet as they watch the Captain of the Enterprise walk into the briefing room with General Richardson close behind. Please have a seat, men, Captain Williams says as he steps to the podium. An aerial photo of the explosion fills the screen behind him. General Richardson stands next to him. This is why I sent the birds early to pick you men up. He leans against the podium and points at Wolf. So I am guessing Silent is a name you chose for the humor I see behind me. The wall-size screen splits into three photos. From right to left behind me, men, the screen flickers on and off with the words no signal flashing from time to time, then the photos would reappear. The Captain tries to adjust the knobs on the podium as he waits for it to work. When the flickering stops, he begins again, using a red laser pen to point to the things he wants to focus on the most. 
Ok, here we have a thermal photo of the Team. It appears you’re looking at this other group here. We watched this live, so I’ve seen all your movements, the question I have is simple, Wolf, who are these men here? Sir, they were a mixture of Iranian, Russian, and some Turks, lightly armed and poorly equipped. We went around them—the lights across his face splash on and off as the screens flicker again.
I see. Just food for thought, they didn’t know you were nearby; they never moved until the explosion. Ok, moving on, here is a photo of the village on the day of your arrival. People moving around seems normal. Except for a tiny thing, if you look closely at the images, you will see there is not one, not even a single person, in a yard near a house. No dogs, no trash in the yards, no clothes drying on the roofs, hell, most TV antennas don’t even have wires running into the house. He is circling with the laser things as he talks. My Intel guys noticed this as we targeted the village. I would ask you, Wolf, if you had any idea why they would go this far to put on such a rouse for us, but I am sure you don’t know. Wolf looks to Parker. She slides her middle finger across her eyebrow. He smiles and shakes his head, and she knows he is all he thinks but says nothing to the Captain. Ok, fast forward several hours, and here are thermal images of your team ready to go into the house. Why you picked this one is a fantastic story, I am sure. The Ranger LT smiles. So nice straightforward breach, then thirty-seven minutes later, you guys are getting into trucks. So I am standing watching you guys load up, and I decided ok time to send in a ride for you since you jumped off the mission and decided to drive. A few more minutes and this, he hits a button on the board, a video feed loads then plays, and they all watch as the trucks drive away. Then a flash as the building explodes, followed by many other explosions, and over half the village has gone up in seconds. The fires are burning bright. Ok, so does anyone see anyone run out of a house? Again, no one lives here, but boy, they had it wired to blow. I am sure you men didn’t carry in that many explosives, not to mention we would have seen you wire up that much of a boom.
Qne last item, men, he again plays a video. It is of an airfield, where one can see sever MIGS parked on the tarmac. The thermal video shows men running for the MIGS during the village explosion. Another minute passes, and the first two MIGS start to pull onto the runway. Now, men, I have decided to send you air cover as I scramble fighters to greet these MIGS, yet something funny happens. Everyone watches as the two MIGS taxis on two the runway hit their afterburners and scream down the runway, lift off the ground, and race away from the ground. Then their engines go dark as they spin into the ground, with a massive explosion. The video stops as the lights come on in the briefing room. Any idea what the hell just happened? 
No one says a word. The lights turn off and on again, was this part of your mission brief? Or is this some weird coincidence? Again, how about blowing up the so-called village wolf? His voice is strained, and it is easy to see he is angry about the info and the electrical problems on his ship.  
General Richardson chimes in. Captain, no one can plan for everything. As much as we would like to take credit for the MIGs, we had nothing to do with that. He looks at the General as the screen flickers behind them. The lights come on and off a couple of times. Get that, whatever that thing is, off my damn ship! He points at the soccer ball sitting on the table next to the podium. As soon as possible, General! With that, he stomps out of the room. He pushes past the Marine at the door. XO, what the hell is causing all the damn electrical problems on my ship!
Men, there is a change of plans yet again. General Richardson has stepped to the podium, and the lights continue to flicker as the screen tries to show a map of the Middle East with a star at the airport in Kuwait. So in one hour, men. General Richardson begins to brief them. We load up once again for a quick hop to Kuwait. There you will jump on a C17 headed to Germany for a debriefing and then onto the excellent island with a beach and Generals beer. Hearing that, some of them stand and high-five each other, let’s get out of here, Aradian yells, and with that, they head out of the room. Wolf stays in his seat. Once everyone has left the room, the General sits next to him. Wolf, what’s on your mind?
He leans back into his chair, watching the screen flicker. Sir, as he sips his coffee. I’m trying to understand why we even got this mission. When Parker told me the village was empty, she was right. Now I have seen the proof. So why not just fly in there and grab that thing? He is looking at the soccer ball. He looks to the General, hell the Rangers were there. Why not send them in to get it? Wolf, this mission is not over. You still have to get that thing to the Admiral. I am aware of that, sir. 
They both stand. So what’s the big deal, Sir? Another couple flights, then you and I hand it off to the admiral, and that’s that, Sir. O, I am not going with you, Wolf. I am staying right here on the Enterprise. Sir? He holds up his hand to Wolf. Sorry, no way am I going with you. Wolf looks at him strangely. I mean. He corrects himself. I have other missions in the area with another team; hence I have to stay here. Wolf nods and shakes his hand, then walks to get his gear for a quick flight to Kuwait.
Wolf stands on the deck, watching the ocean move as he waits for his team to load the osprey. Alarms continue to sound, then shut off. The elevator on his right lifts a couple of feet, then lowers as the crew works to fix it. His attention turns to Fares waving him to the Opreys. He walks onto the aircraft looking to see the team. Their gear is stored on another Osprey that will follow them to Kuwait. 
The C17 is waiting on the tarmac. The Osprey pilots land their birds as close to the C17 as possible, where everyone walks of them and almost onto the ramp of the C17. Everyone finds a seat within minutes. They are airborne. Wolf first notices all their gear, replacement chutes, and suits for a future HALO mission. Strangely, he thinks that’s a weird way to replace their equipment. He shrugs his shoulders as he stretches out on the side of the C17 for a nap, just short of a six-hour flight.

28000 FT, Cruising altitude for the C17, 0130date

Wolf was tossed from the seat he had been lying on as the C17 headed for Germany. The metal floor and the impact he received from the fall ripped him out of his sleep. The bird was bouncing as it slipped through the amazingly rough turbulence. The lights were off, and it was easy to see the instrument panel lights at the crew chief's station dancing on and off as they were in a disco bar. The crew chief had strapped himself into his seat. Wolf climbed to his feet, where he saw his men, for the most part, were, strapped in. Aradian was fast asleep. This storm was not going to wake him, that’s for sure. Once in Baghdad, they were returning from a mission when an IED hit them, he never even woke to that explosion but let a twig snap in the woods, and he is on you. Wolf stabilized himself on this, and as he made his way to the stairs that lead to the flight deck, the crew chief pointed for him to sit, he ignored it and climbed the stairs towards all the flashing he could see coming through the cockpit windows. As he climbed, the bird slipped hard to the right slamming him into the rail. He held tight, waited for a moment of smoother flying, then climbed the stairs, headed for the empty seat behind the pilots. The bird's movement tossed him into the chair, and once it he strapped in, putting the headset on to speak with the flight crew.
The pilots were doing all they could to control the aircraft, and as the lighting flashes continued to blind them, the rain pounding against the windshields was amazing. As he went to squeeze his talk button, the bird suddenly took a hard nose dive. He could hear the chatter of the pilots. COL Jones was pulling back on the sticks, trying to level out the bird as his copilot, a young-looking captain, adjusted the flaps and thrust as the pilot instructed him. Yeehaw! Riddem cowboy! Was yelled out by the salty old pilot! Now this is flying!! Wolf just held onto his chair and watched them wrestle the bird. 
Wow, what a storm, was says into the headset. The COL looks over his shoulder at Wolf. Smiles, amen, brother, this is what I lived for. Screw smooth sailing. Please give me a brutal storm and a good fight! O shit. The bird slipped hard to the right, falling as if went, zero gravity is what it’s called, as Wolf watched a clipboard from the radio man’s desk float past him as they fell. I got this! Yelled the COL as he worked hard to correct the decline. 
21000 FT called out the copilot, 20000FT we are falling at max rate for wind integrity, Sir! 19-18-17500-17000! Things start to fall to the deck as the Colonel gets the aircraft under control again. Holy Shit, that was fun, wasn’t it, Captain? The COL slaps his copilot on the leg as he laughs if you say so, Sir.
Wolf adjusts his seat, then asks the crew chief how his team is. He looks back to the pilots when he knows all is well, shaken but not hurt. A bright light screams through the windshield; everyone puts up a hand to block it. What the hell? Yells the copilot. Within seconds everyone’s eyes adjust to the sudden bright light. They all look with awe as the light is the sun which has broken through the clouds. They can see this is no storm any of them have ever seen. The clouds are red with black lighting exploding in them. Wolf shakes his head, wondering did he hit his head; this is not possible. 
Wolf, you better get below and check on your men. I have a bad feeling about this. They are all watching as the clouds close around them again. An explosion of lightning erupts from the aircraft's starboard side and engulfs the cockpit. Sparks fly from the consoles. Go, Wolf! I would highly advise you all to get your gear on. We seem to be losing this fight! 
He springs from his seat and slides down the handrails without touching a step. GEAR UP!! BE ready for emergency EVAC! Everyone releases their seatbelts as they race for their gear. There is a frenzy of commotion getting their chutes ready and equipment on. Team leaders call out instructions as the bird rocks up and down, slipping left then right, slamming people against the walls and gear. 
 Carlos’s team is first to be geared up. They immediately adjust the pallet with other equipment, connecting a chute in case they must leave the bird. Wolf, Parker yells in his ear while strapping on his helmet. Where are we? He shrugs his shoulders that he doesn’t know and smiles at her. Are we over land or water? Land, I’m sure. How do you know that if you don’t know where we are? If we are over water, we are dead, so it has to be land. He smiles again. They grab onto a strap connected to the wall as the C17 ramps vibrate, letting in a small glimpse of what is waiting for them outside.
Wolf spins to see if everyone is up. All team leaders are holding thumbs up as he returns one. Radio check! Hitter, Angel, Widowmaker, Phantom check check. Roger, how about it, Rangers, you on the net. He sees the LT messing with the radio for a moment before he gets his check. Ok, we're all up. This will be one hell of a ride, let alone jump if we must. Stay close out there, rally on me when we land, and be safe. 
The minutes pass as the bird twists and bumps in the wind. To their shock, the crew chief has not put on a chute. He is still figuring out if he can stop what is happening. Everyone braces against the bulkhead as a window explodes into the aircraft spitting plastic window pieces. Monty catches on across the face cutting him. Wolf points, and Doc Frankie is at his side to help. As he turns around to face the ramp waiting for what might come, he glances at the pack on Parker's back. It is giving off a light. He taps her to spin so he can look into the pack as he undoes the first strap. The bird starts falling rapidly again, momentarily lifting the team from their feet. Then they are all slammed to the deck again as the bird races back towards the sky. The red jump light comes on; everyone knows the pilot is trying to save them, so he will get them out before the aircraft rips apart. 
The ramp starts to lower as the wind races into the aircraft. To Wolf and everyone's surprise, it’s a mixture of hot air and rain. Lightning explodes in all directions as if coming from the C17, not the storm. The crew chief grabs Wolf's shoulder. The pilot says it’s a lost cause. You have to go now!! He points to the ramp. GO! Go! He is pushing Wolf towards the ramp. Wolf grabs him, holds him up, gives him a thumbs up, and turns to the team. All are thumbs up, step to the ramp, give a rally on “me” sign, and disappear into the storm, followed by everyone on the team and sixteen Rangers.
Wolf checks his altimeter as he falls. Sure hope this is right, he thinks, or this might end suddenly. He smiles to himself. The clouds and storms are all around him. He looks to see if he can see anyone behind him. There is no sight of anyone. He flattens out to control the descent as the sky erupts in a ball of flames as the C17 explodes. Burning pieces fall past him as he slides away from where he thinks they will fall. After a few more seconds, the clouds start to thin. Then they're gone; it is clear blue skies for a moment, then storm all around again. Lightning blinds him momentarily, as he feels like he has fallen through a lightning discharge. Wolf, Parker seems to. Static breaks in through her transmission, Eye, might be. He taps his helmet, trying to see if he can hear her. Say again over, Parker, say again.
 I say again. It looks like we are falling into the eye of a hurricane over! Wolf sees the clouds starting to part. Then they are gone, no cloud, no wind. To his front, what appears to be miles away, he can see the wall of a giant spinning hurricane. She is right; they are falling through a hurricane! 
He looks around and shakes his head, for he looks to his left. There was no one then he would swear they just appeared. Soldiers falling with him, he glanced to the right. No one was there, then they were. What the hell? He said out loud. He rolled over to look back to where he had fallen from, and his eyes widened as he looked up out of the storm. 
Above them were clear skies. The wall of the storm was massive; it seemed to climb higher than anything he had ever seen. Angel-Wolf, do you see this? He asked. Wolf, I’m not sure what you’re seeing because I have no idea what I’m seeing. I don’t think what we are seeing is possible yet. His voice cuts off. There is no sound on the radio. 
He suddenly falls below the storm as if he fell through a doorway he did not see, and now there are no clouds at this altitude and no soldiers!  He is alone, falling through the sky. Anyone, this is Wolf radio check over!  Static filled his helmet. Radio Check, he called out again. Then as they appeared from somewhere else, they started to appear, his helmet filled with the chatter of his men, and he began to spot them, one here, then two, five, six, now ten, the sky filled with them. His descent told him to roll back over and focus on the task. 
The ground was coming up pretty fast, he looked around as they fell for any town or city to make sure he had a plan when they got to the ground, and there were none he could see. Just lush woods with mountains in the distance, a blue lake to his left a few miles away, just rolling woods with patches of open areas, not much different than any wooded area he had seen except for one distinct thing, the trees were thicker and taller than he ever remembered seeing, this area was beautiful for sure. 
He checked his altimeter one more time, a few more seconds, just a few more don’t want to open too soon and alert the local military in case they fell into hostile territory.  Everyone watches for landmarks and towns. We need to know where we are about to land.
His chute opens, as do all the others. As he covers the last few hundred feet, he watches a herd of deer leaping away with amazement. There must have been hundreds of deer. Once they begin to land, everyone follows the SOP of insertion into hostile territory, weapons out and up. No one is shooting, rolling up chutes, or moving to a central location. Wolf has located himself at the base of a huge pine tree with another that has fallen next to it, good concealment of nothing else till they can get their bearings. One by one, the teams of men arrive at his location; without words, they move to fill in the 360-degree security. 
Hitter takes the 12-3 o clock, Phantom 3-6, Angel 6-9 and Widow 9-12. The Rangers mingle throughout the perimeter, making it airtight. The LT and his Sergeant First Class Gary Jackson link up with Wolf and his Team leaders at the fallen tree in what would be called the center.  Doc Frankie makes his way around to everyone, touching up minor injuries and making sure, no one is playing tough man hiding an injury that could jeopardize everyone in a bad situation, he helps with a couple of cuts, and a burn on CPL Tim’s arm, who is one of the Rangers, once he has moved to see everyone, he gives Wolf a thumbs up. 
Wolf stands and stares at the area they just came from. Fares stands by his side. Boss, what are you looking at? Wolf glances at him but says nothing. He stands. Boss. Wolf puts a finger to his mouth to tell him to be quiet. They stand there. Minutes pass as he stands there, looking around. The trees are like something out of a novel. The grasses across the fields are tall as they sway in the warm breeze.
 The sounds of the woods begin to fill his ears. In the distance, there is a woodpecker. Then squirrels begin to scamper in the trees near him. He watched as a rabbit hurried from one small hilltop to another, then stood on its back feet to look around. The scream of an eagle brings his eyes to the skies. He watches as the huge bird makes a lazy circle. 
Fares? Yes, boss? Where is the storm? Fares stares at the sky and says nothing. Fares, where is the plane wreckage? Why is nothing burning? Do you smell smoke? No boss, I don’t see or smell anything. 
Parker joins them, as do his team leaders, then the Ranger LT. Did anyone see a town? Wolf asks. No answer. Ok, did anyone see a road? Again, no response. Did anyone see a power line or anything that might give us the slightest clue how close we are to civilization? 
No words. 
Ok, let’s review. Wolf turns to face them all. Everyone is on a knee looking out towards where his men are. Countries we could have flown over between Kuwait and Germany look like this? Again no one answers. Wolf holds out his right forearm with his GPS on it. Fares, what does this say? He looks at the screen. It says no signal, boss. 
He then looks at it. 
Yep, it says no signal. I paid over a thousand dollars for this thing. It has tracked me everywhere I have gone for almost a year now, I mean everywhere, Russia, Iran, brazil, Peru, even Utah, for god’s sake, but now it says no signal? I’m a little crazy, but we fell off the planet. As he speaks, men adjust gear and ensure all is secure. The team is pretty pleased the Rangers are with them; not only is it more guns and more men, but extra security for them to work within. Fare has his Como pack open, working with some equipment, always within earshot of Wolf. He walks back over to Wolf with his radio and Sat phone. Boss, this is weird. Wolf turns to him. O yeah? 
Yeah, boss, I have a complete system check, and everything is working on both of these, but it says there is nothing out there like we have the only technology around. I can’t locate a satellite in the sky or a cell tower. It’s like, well, boss, they're just not there. He is holding both pieces of equipment out for Wolf to look at. He looks at his GPS again, still reading No Signal. That figures, he says out loud. What figures, boss? Fares asked. 
 He shakes his head at him. Ok, so let’s figure this out. Eliminate everything we know, and the answer will be what is left. We put his hands on his hips and stare up at the huge pine tree they are all under, then he walks over to the net holding their equipment that had been brought in from their landing zone by Phantom as he sits on it. Somehow my GPS, his radio, and Sat phone got fried on the aircraft. Maybe it was all that crazy lightning that did it. Wolf stands and then walks over to lean against a downed tree. Perhaps we were way, of course, from the route I thought we would take. Maybe the pilot was trying to take us around the storm, and we were somewhere in Russia or another country like that. This could explain the trees and landscape. All the leaders were listening and watching him work this out. Maybe we were spotted on our way down, so we are being jammed hence no signal. Shit, that’s got to be it. We need to get ready for an attack or to be flanked soon.
 Aradian, take your team head east, Carlos West, LT take some Rangers to the south, Mimms North, I want four hundred meters double back, then push farther. No contact! I will keep my team and Widow here, along with half the Rangers, ready to come to support anyone if something goes wrong. Now find our enemy or a 7-11 hell, I’ll take a pay phone!
Parker watches as the teams slowly rise from their location and quietly move out from under the trees—first, Hitter. Angel does the same once they are out of sight and there are no sounds. As each team leaves, the Rangers move around to fill the perimeter. Then Phantom stands, nods to the LT, gives a thumbs up to him, and both teams leave in opposite directions. Wolf has sat on the ground next to the large fallen tree as Parker joins him there. 
So where do you think we are? She quietly asks. He has laid his weapon across his legs, then adjusts the laces on one of his boots. He finishes with it and then looks at her. Well, the only thing I know is this is not Kansas, that’s for sure. I hope we are deep in the woods, far from any villages, most likely in one of the old Soviet countries, if we can get lucky and no one sees us jump in or the aircraft ripping apart. Then if we can stay hidden till nightfall, I am sure we will figure out where we are the old fashion way, by using the stars. Then comes the tricky part, how to stay hidden and get somewhere so we can get word to our people for extraction. They sat quietly, listening to the forest sounds as an hour passed.
Wolf, this is Widow over. The radio interrupted the song of a couple of birds they were listening to. Roger Mack, what’s up? Boss, if we were in the market for some prime hunting land, we sure would have found it. Wolf stands up to stretch his legs as he listens to Mack on the speaker box. Fares has set up. We have seen some huge deer out here, even a nice size herd. We came across a black bear and her cubs. She was a monster, but other than that. There was one small, well-used game trail, but nothing to help us know where we are. Roger Mack. Phantom Wolf over. Go for Phantom Boss. Did you copy Widow's report? Do you have anything different to add? Nope, boss, this place is like untouched territory. We filled our camel baks a click back in the clearest stream I have ever seen, and the water tasted amazing. Once we know where we are, I will buy a hundred acres here. This is amazing, then again, boss, maybe we are all dead, and this is heaven. 
Wolf smiled at that comment; he glanced at Fares, who was about to rant but decided against it, as Wolf pointed at him to sit.
Roger Phantom, does anyone have anything to report?  Teams push out farther; someone finds a high point. We need to know we are alone. Once that’s established, we can relax and wait for nightfall. Again push for another hour, then head back. 
He drops the mic onto Fares pack and then looks out into a field. Parker, we might have a bigger problem than equipment malfunctions. Fares laughs but says nothing. Parker looks at him. Oh yeah, like not knowing where we are is not a big enough problem already. That’s a big one, but once we see the stars, we will know exactly where we are. The problem is much larger than waiting for nightfall. Ok, what concern, Wolf? She has stopped working on the GPS she had in her hands to look at him. What if we discover you’re the last woman on earth, surrounded by 35 men? That could be a problem. He winked at her. Her stare did not flinch. If this turns out to be true, you will have nothing to worry about, for you will live out the remainder of your life alone and babysit the kids I have. She went back to working on the GPS. Fares laughter echoed in the woods.
Carlos and his team are walking along a stream, spread out in a normal wedge formation, no one is on the stream edge where anyone near the stream can see them coming, and he has split the team onto both sides for security and visibility advantages as they move through the woods. He believes the stream will lead them to a road, or at least a well-used path that can lead them to a house, anything other than the vast forest they have been in for the last couple of miles. His mind began to wander as they walked. They had moved nearly seven miles in the previous two hours, the first hour extremely quietly, ready for anything, watching for an ambush. As the second hour passed, he and his men became more like a hunting stroll in the woods.
Carlos stopped his team to fill up on the water and take a listening halt. This way, if anyone was following them, they might hear them or be walked upon, exposing their tails. The only sounds were the wind rattling the leaves on the trees. They sat there in the tall grasses inside the trees for several minutes and just watched and listened. Spalding and Tennessee were on the opposite side of the stream from Carlos, Tennessee was watching the open area to their front as Spalding stared at the sky. Tennessee glanced over at his battle buddy. What the hell are you staring at? Well, my redneck friend, you know that planes leave those white streaks across the sky, and you can see them clearly on clear days like this? He nodded as he rolled over and looked at the sky. I have been checking all day, not seeing a single one, not one, for the last couple of hours. You and me, brother, have been all over the world together, hell I’ve been to your parents' place several times, never seen a sky so blue, never seen grass so tall, and these trees are amazing. Shit, man, how about that buck you and I watched grazing in the field? When have you ever seen a 22-point buck? He had to weigh nearly 275 pounds. Man, he is like the Arnold Schwarzenegger of Deer.
Tennessee rolled back over, then sat instead of laying on his belly. I agree, brother. This place is nowhere I have ever been, let alone read about. Spalding pushes him on his shoulder. Read about, come on, man, you can shoot like no one I have ever seen, but you won’t get me to believe they taught you to read there in Tennessee. He laughed. The Bible, brother, that’s what I learned to read every day. Well, praise God! 
Ok, men, let’s move out, came across their earpiece, ending the conversation. Both men raised slowly and continued in the direction they were scouting.
Did you two have a friendly chat? Carlos asked. Spalding turned and gave him a thumbs up. He just shook his head. Most days, he would be very upset about them not following the SOPs, but for some reason, he felt like they were a million miles from anyone, and he was slowly letting loose on his security demands. They continued to the edge of a large field, where they stopped. Everyone took a knee. This was not a field they wanted to cross, to open, to exposed, danger zone for real.
We got company, rang in his ears as everyone lowered themselves to just below the grass cover, where the foliage broke up their outline, but they could see as they waited for Tennessee to call out what he had spotted.
Wolf stood still, waiting to hear the report that would follow the radio call on the open net for all to hear. He knew this would be important, or Tennessee would have just called it out on his team's internal net.
I don’t know precisely what is coming our way. Tennessee's voice came across the net. It must be a group of vehicles. I can see dust far enough away, I can only see it in my scope, but the dust is rising approximately 600 meters due east of my position. Wolf, this is Carlos. We are 8 miles east of your location. We crossed the first ridge line, then followed a stream. Approaching vehicles should be about three and a half miles from you. I don’t know what road they are on standby.
Wolf calls out the Rangers. Send me who is in charge.  Holly jumps up and then runs to Wolf. How many Rangers do you have here? Nine plus myself. Ok, be ready to move out to support Carlos. Roger that. He turns, giving hand signals to his men, who prepare to move out on Wolf’s command.
The dust on the horizon is getting thicker. Whoever it is, is moving now. I’m guessing five vehicles, no tracks. If they were tracks, I could hear them by now. Standby. Tennessee grabs a low branch of the large tree next to him and climbs up as fast as he can. While Spalding scans the area, the rest of Carlos’s team has joined them nearby, making a perimeter while waiting for the coming attack. Once he is high enough, he braces himself against the trunk to look through his scope. From a new vantage point, I believe they are ten or more trucks moving very fast along a ridge line I could not see between us and them. They must be following a road to the south of our location.
Wolf points at  Holly. Go to that ridge line, find the stream, and get to Carlos!  Holly yells. Move out as he and his rangers sprint into the woods. Parker is amazed at how fast they take off running, she has heard and seen many rangers doing amazing things in their training, but she has never seen them in live combat. These men appear to be very excited to get into whatever Tennessee is calling out. Carlos-Wolf, rangers are en route now, betting 20 minutes or less till they reach you in this terrain. Roger.
Carlos-Monty, we are also on our way. Five minutes or so, we found the stream south of you, but no road yet. Roger.
Minutes pass as the radio stays silent. Wolf leans against a tree and waits. Carlos looks up into the tree. Tennessee, what do you see? Just a huge dust cloud is rising. Something is out there, just over that ridge. How far to the ridge? 400 meters. Can we get from here to there unseen? Tennessee scans the horizon from left to right. Boss, there is no cover out there. If those vehicles cross that ridgeline, we will be in the open. The only thing between them and us would be the tall grass.
Damn it! Carlos does not like the sensation of waiting for an attack. He and the rest of his men all feel the same way. A whistle catches Carlos’s attention, and he responds. Within moments, Monty and his team link up, with Carlos filling in the perimeter. Ok brother, lovely to see you. Monty nods to him. Any more info from Tennessee? Carlos points up as he looks around for him, where Monty spots him in the tree. He shakes his head no. They wait.
HOLY SHIT!! Echoes out of the tree! Their BEAUTIFUL!! 
Carlos realizing Tennessee's reaction means there is no threat, stands and yells up the tree. What do you see? He continues to stare through his scope. Again he says beautiful loudly. God damn it, Tennessee REPORT! He lowers his scope, looks down at Carlos, and then squeezes his throat mic. It’s approximately 300 head of horse running wild! It’s beautiful.
Wolf grabs the hand mic. Say again over? Wolf, this is Tennessee; the dust cloud is caused by the 300-plus head of horses running free out here. It’s incredible. I have never seen this many horses running wild, which makes me miss my home. 
Holly-Wolf, stop, come back, no hurry, see what you can find along your way. Roger Wolf. Wolf drops the hand mic back onto Fare's pack, where he had grabbed it from. 
Horses, he shakes his head and sits back down next to the tree he has been leaning on most of the afternoon. He looks at his watch, then the sky. A couple more hours till sunset, horses? Where in the world are their herds of horses running free? 
Fares looks at him, then Parker, then back again. Boss, I believe we have to be somewhere in Russia. Maybe after the government fell apart, the country went broke. These horses result from no one working with them, and they have been breeding freely for years. That’s my bet, boss.
Wolf, look at Parker. It seems reasonable to me, she stated. He just smiled a little, then breathed out a heavy sigh. In due time we will know. Once we see the stars, then we will have our answers. What if they are not the answers you’re hoping for or understand? Parker said. Wolf looked at her. What is that supposed to mean? Nothing, you seem overconfident about knowing where we are by the stars. I’m just asking what we do if that doesn’t work. Or it does, but what it says makes a bigger puzzle? Just the way I think is all Wolf, no harm done, just thinking out loud. He leans his head back against the tree trunk. Fares, toss me the hand mic. Parker, I have been using the stars to locate and double-check where I am after HALO insertions for years. Every time the stars tell me where I am, at least to a point as in what country. Yes, but can they tell you when? What the hell? No, there is no star dial to know that time. They both look at Fares as he butts in. What kind of question is that? She just shrugged her shoulders and pulled on some grass.
Teams, this is Wolf. I want everyone back to my location by midnight. Continue your recons, and cover the area again. I want to know if there is even the slightest chance anyone is within a few miles. If there is time to hit the tops of some rolling hills, I want someone to the north on those large hills I see. Maybe once it’s dark, we can spot some lights and get a fix on where people are. Wolf Out.
Fares, you have the watch. I am going to catch a nap. Roger that, boss. He knows Wolf rather be awake in the middle of the night while others slept when possible, giving him time to think and plan uninterrupted.
Wolf feels someone tapping his boot. He opens his eyes to see it is very dark now. The outline of the tall man standing over him is Aradian. He puts a hand on him, grabs it, and helps him off the ground. Wolf looks around; there are no lights, but he can make out the outlines of men against trees and packs some relaxing, some sleeping. Aradian, how long have I been asleep? It seems everyone is back. Yep, boss, your right everyone is here. I don’t know how long you have been sleeping. Fares, how long? About six hour’s boss. SIX! Hours what the hell, Fares? I said a nap. Boss, I let you sleep after everyone's report was the same. Then, when Aradian called in, I felt no need to wake you. He looked to Aradian. Ok, what is it you found on those mountains that would let fares let me sleep all damn night?
Boss, we found and saw nothing. Wolf looked at him, confused. What? Boss, there is not a light as far as the eyes can see, not one. I can't explain it, not a light, a campfire, or nothing, but there is nothing on the horizon or the valleys. It is dark and empty. But that’s not the strangest part. Wolf cracked his neck as he stretched. Ok, what’s the weirdest thing? The stars say we are home. Wolf is shocked. 
Home, we are home. Yes, boss, they say we are in the States, and if I am not mistaken, we should be in the Black Hills. I’d bet this someday will be the south of Crazy Horse! 
Wolf just stood there and stared at Aradian. Fares stood up and walked over to them. The Black Hills? Are you saying we are within walking distance of Crazy Horse? Wolf just shook his head. Be quiet, Fares. Let me soak this in. Nothing can be seen, not a light, plane, power line, or signal tower on any hill or road. He walked around in a circle as he spoke. Also, do you say we are home and in the Black Hills?
Yep, that is what I am saying. I believe we are just south of Crazy Horse. Wolf stared up through the tree limbs at the bright stars, he couldn’t remember seeing this many, yet he was under a tree. 
He turned and walked out from under the limbs' cover to stare at the sky. He soon found the North Star, then the big dipper. He needed to cross-reference them with a couple of other constellations. Fares, bring me, my brown organizer. Roger. Fares handed the brown case to Wolf. He reached into the pocket on his lower leg, pulled out a headlamp, making sure it was on the red light mode, then placing it on his head, he opened his small case. He thumbed through a couple of smaller notes books till he found the one he was looking for, constellations and the months it had printed on the front.
He sat in the tall grass, not looking as he heard Aradian walk up next to him and squat down. He thumbed through the book to July. Then he turned to hemispheres and angles, a couple of small calculations, glanced at the sky, closed his book, and turned off his red light. He sat quietly momentarily, feeling the warm breeze across his face. He pulled a deep breath through his nose, then slowly released it. He glanced around the field. The stars were so bright he could see exceptionally clearly. He put the pouch next to him as he adjusted his legs, wrapped his arms around his knees, and leaned back, staring at the stars.
 Well, Aradian, I agree with you. We are most assuredly in South Dakota in July. Now how in the hell did we get here? Aradian was staring up at the stars. Boss, I have no clue. There is no way we flew that far when we hit that storm, let alone South Dakota was not on the flight plan. Man, that’s the simple part. The hard part is, where is everyone? How many miles have we ridden together here in the black hills? How many times to rally? How many times did we ride the iron mountain road enjoying the pigtails? 
Hell, brother, last year, we were here for the night blast at Crazy Horse. Now you’re telling me everything is dark? No lights, no nothing? Maybe the plane we downed by an EMP? Aradian had pulled a long piece of grass from the ground and was gently chewing on it. He spits as Wolf talks.
Boss, it doesn’t make any sense, no sense at all. The EMP idea is a maybe, but an EMP would not cause a storm we fell through. That’s the rub, brother, that’s the rub Wolf responded. He held out his hand to Aradian, who had already stood up. He grabbed it and helped pull Wolf to his feet. Once standing, he unstrapped his body armor and lifted it off. I don’t think we need body armor in South Dakota, even if it’s gone dark. He walked over to the downed tree, where his pack was, placing his rack on the ground. He then looked around, seeing Parker sleeping under her poncho liner, as was Hill and Ork. The only people he could see that were up were all standing in different locations around the perimeter, keeping watch.
Aradian, all we need is one person awake and bed everyone else down. We will figure the rest of this out tomorrow morning. Let’s relax tonight. Roger that, boss. 
Aradian went talk to the guards and worked out who and when people would be up for the rest of the night. He reached into his pack, grabbed his portable humidor, pulled out a Nub 464, cut the end off, and lit it as he sat back against the tree to enjoy the smoke and listen to the night. Parker's voice made him look her way. She stayed under her poncho. Guess the smell of your cigar means we are not in danger. He laughed, took a pull, blew it out, then said. Yep, not too much danger in South Dakota for us. He thought that would be the end of it. He took another pull and blew it towards the sky smiling, feeling it would be ok. Parker's voice again came from under the poncho. Nice South Dakota. I like this area. The question is when Wolf, when? He looked at his watch, 01:13 to be exact. Parker, 01:13, get some sleep. She moved a bit under the poncho, then mumbled again. “When.” 


Chapter?
	Turbulence from the small thunderstorm near Rapid City, South Dakota, awakened Leroy. He stretched as he looked out over the Black Hills as they flew towards the airfield in Spearfish. He had stopped flying into Rapid City a couple of years ago. There are too few flights, not to mention if he was to be running this huge of a cover for the company, he wanted a few more perks. As the small plane touched down, he gathered his briefcase, touched his pocket to ensure he had his phone, and waited for the plane to stop and for the attendant to open the door. Stepping out, he looks to the hills. This view always made him smile. He stared for a few seconds as he stood on the tarmac, then turned to walk to his Yukon he had left in the parking lot when he traveled to Fort Campbell to meet with Richardson and Wolf. 
	He clicked open the rear door as he walked to the vehicle, glancing over at the civil air patrols building; he laughed to himself thinking about his time there years ago, then his mind raced to Annapolis and his time there, then across his career in the navy. He placed his briefcase in the back and opened the storage area under the rear carpet, punching in the code to open the hidden safe. He put all his IDs that he did not use in the hills into it, placed his sat phone, and closed the lid. He walked to the driver's door, jumped in as he started the Yukon, listened to the beeps as things started up, pulled out his other cell phone, placed it in the charger on the armrest, dropped it into gear to turn out of the parking lot as he headed for Lead. 
	He always enjoyed this drive; turning onto Colorado Street and running along I90, he smiled at how green everything was; the rain had come this spring even though the snow had stayed away, for the most part, this past winter. He glanced over at Cadillac Jack’s resort in Deadwood, wondering how his great friend, he called sister, was doing. She had been the Food and Beverage Director there for a while now. He shook his head as he followed the road behind Tin Lizzy's, always a patchwork of asphalt and concrete. He laughed for a town that makes so much money on gambling that they can't fix a road worth a shit. He laughed again, this time out loud, as he read the construction road sign reading, "Road work begins 6/9" Every year, they do road work here and race to get it done before the Sturgis rally and almost always fail. Typical Government no matter where you go, he thought to himself.
	Pulling into Lotus Up coffee shop in Lead on his way to his office was part of his routine. He had to look as usual and middle of the road as possible to keep his cover. He noticed that Black Hills Taxi had several vans in the parking lot that morning. He knew they were settling with their drivers after the weekend. He smiled as he thought about the time. He ran a couple of background checks on the old man Rick, who owns the company, and his long hair buddy, who rides up from Colorado several times a year. Sitting in the coffee shop, he overheard them talking and thought, either these two have the most extraordinary dumb cover story ever, or wow, what a weird path they have taken. 
	Here sits in a coffee shop in the Black Hills, a Vietnam Helicopter pilot who QUIT the Army to become a Wedding photographer and his buddy, the Infantry Senior NCO who got hurt and was now in Logistics moving equipment all over the world who owns restaurants and wants to move to the hills. He was convinced it was a great cover. When he checked it out, they were just a good old couple of Vets living their life. He was keeping an eye on the younger of the two; he might come in handy someday since, in his file, he read sniper with a top-secret clearance at one time, not to mention he heard about a time he was sent alone flying all over Afghanistan to look for some equipment, to Leroy meant he could work on his own, Jamie's voice brought him out of his thoughts.
 Jamie, the owner, greeted him at the window, and he always smiled when he saw her. She has such an electric personality.
 Good morning, Lee. Her voice sang out. How was your trip?
Great, Jamie, thanks for asking, as he handed her some cash for the drink she knew to make when he pulled up. 
That's great, what did you do this time?
I was visiting an old friend and making a new one.
Well, Lee, that sounds like a good time. 
It was; see you soon, Jamie. As he pulled away, he could hear her greeting the next person in line. 
He loved living in small towns. This one gets so busy in the summer, which was one of the reasons they chose it, not to mention the mine. He drove through the gates at the Sanford Labs and pulled into a parking place. Exiting the vehicle, he waved at some other people coming and going from the lab. Stanford Labs was in the old Homestake mine in Lead. The website for the lab states: "Researchers at the Sanford Underground Research Facility in Lead, South Dakota, go deep underground to try to answer some of the most challenging physics questions about the universe. What is the origin of matter? What is dark matter, and how do we know it exists? What are the properties of neutrinos?
Sanford Lab located at the former Homestake gold mine, a physics landmark long before being converted into a dedicated science facility. Nuclear chemist Ray Davis first recognized the potential for deep science in the mid-1960s when he built his solar neutrino experiment at Homestake. In 2002, his groundbreaking research earned him the Nobel Prize in Physics.
Why do scientists go so deep underground to study particles from the universe? Hold out your hand. On the surface, millions of cosmic rays pass through it every few months. But nearly a mile underground, it's a million times quieter! The rock is a natural shield, blocking most radiation that can interfere with sensitive physics experiments. Sanford Lab is particularly suited to extensive physics experiments because the hard rock is perfect for excavating the large caverns needed for extensive experiments."
 Neutrinos, among the most abundant particles in the universe, are often called "ghost" particles because they pass through matter like it isn't there. And as they travel, they change "flavors" from electron to muon, from tau to electron, from muon to tau, and so on. They also have very little mass. Scientists with the MAJORANA experiment want to know more about the properties of neutrinos. They also hope to find a rare phenomenon called neutrino-less double-beta decay, which could tell them if neutrinos are their antiparticles. The answer to this question could help us understand why humans—and, indeed, the universe—exist. 
It was perfect, reaching depths of 4800 feet. The mine had become the ideal place to study neutrinos, the CIA has always watched the science world, and this study was intriguing. Then the unexpected happened, like something out of a Tom Clancy novel; a discovery that would and has been changing the world was made. As he rode the elevator down the shaft to his office, he thought about when he was first called into the directors' office and handed a file about the mine and what had been discovered. The doors opening into the area where the miners were digging out a room to be four football fields long by six wide just made him shake his head as it always impressed him. There was a small military base under the city, and no one knew.
The cover was PERFECT. It had and continued to be a Lab; their studies were going along on schedule, and nothing seemed or seemed like anything else was happening, just as the company wanted it. The Sanford labs had brought over three thousand people to the area to work in the labs and mines. Little did Sanford even know that during all this, he had brought in another few hundred with them; many of them, as always, had cover jobs within the labs and mine, making it even easier. Yet, he knew if things worked out, the way they were shooting for stuff in the mine would change, while the town above would have no idea. 
After a long ride down the elevator with two men dressed as mine workers, who are security for the shaft leading to his office, he looks out a large window overlooking the command center the team had nicknamed the bridge of the enterprise. Sitting at his desk, he thumbs through the day’s reports when an overly thin LT knocks on his door and waits for an answer. Leroy looks up from the pile of papers he is looking at. What’s up, LT? Sir, General Richardson is at the top desk asking for you. Call up there, give him clearance, and ensure he is not stopped again. Yes Sir! He watches as the young LT hurries away. West pointers. He shakes his head as he disappears. Leroy is always amazed at how easy it is to fill an area with military types and his people, then how people do not even notice.
As long as they keep the barriers in place, no one should figure out what is happening on their level. The lady at the desk was holding out an ID card to General Richardson. This will allow you access to the number 6 elevator. He presses the call button, the door rings and opens. Then he places the card in the control panel slot the doors close. As time passes, while the elevator lowers through the shaft, he wonders what this day will hold. The elevator stops, doors open he removes it again when you reach your destination. He smiles as he steps out. No level number shows, and there is another metal door to his front. The card waved across the panel, the lights in the hallway dim as the sounds of a heavy door being unlocked filled the hallway. After a few more moments, the door slowly opens. A man standing inside the door asks him to stand inside the yellow box on the floor. He thinks to himself, what is this an underground airport? 
It moves forward once he stands inside the yellow-painted box on the escalator. There are no handrails, but he realizes the wall panels are scanning him. Several meters of this before the walls become dark windows. The escalator stops, and a voice from a speaker overhead fills the room. Identify yourself.
General Richardson, 5th Group Special Operations Commander. The darkened window lights up as it is a large screen. Identify the person on the screen. Admiral Wilkinson Leroy. Thank you, Sir. The escalator begins to move again. This time a door at the far end, a few meters away, opens. It ends at the door, and he steps inside. The young west pointer greets him there. Welcome, Sir! With a sharp salute, he returns the salute. Please follow me, and Sir, all questions will be answered by the Admiral. He nods, then the LT leads the way. They walk down a hallway, through a door, and then into another hallway. Another door, past a guard who nods to the General, then another door leading to a room he has never seen. 	People are sitting everywhere at desks with two and three computer monitors. The front and both sides of the walls are covered with screens broken into many boxes, some showing local news, world news, and other feeds. The large one in the center of the front wall has only the words: 
“NO EVENT-TRACKING”  
There is quite the hustle and bustle in the room. They come to the end of the sloping wall like one in a  movie theater. He looks back up towards more desks and computers with a large, darkened, windowed room at the top.
The LT says, "Welcome to the Enterprise, Sir as he keeps leading the way toward the front. Almost to the large screen at the front, he stops and waves a card across the wall, a pocket door opens, and the LT shows the General into the elevator. Sir, the Admiral is at your next stop. He steps in the door closes as the elevator begins to rise. A few seconds pass then the door opens. Admiral Wilkinson greets him as the door opens. 
Welcome, General. You are now in the inner sanctum! 
His hands are wide as if he wanted to hug the man. You know I’ve always wanted to say that. He laughs and shakes General Richardson’s hand. Come this way. Sir, what the hell is all this? 
Come on, let's go to my office and talk. A few meters down the hall leads to a door which opens into his large office. There is a mahogany desk, a couple of computer monitors, and a large TV in the corner playing sports center. There is a glass door across the office opposite where they came in. Through the door, he can see stadium seats and the room below. He thinks to himself this is the windows I seen below.
Have a seat, General. He points to one of the overstuffed leather chairs in the room. Next to it is a marble ashtray on a table and a box of cigars is there with a cutter and lighter. So now you get to see where I work. He says as he sits behind the desk. The General sits in the chair. Quit the operation you have here, Leroy. I’ve heard stories about places like this, hell it looks like something out of a movie; for a moment, I thought I was going to see a Stargate. The Admiral chuckled at him. This is not science fiction, this is real, yet it will seem like science fiction for a while for you, I promise.
OK, so let’s get weird. What’s going on, Sir? Good question, my friend, damn good question. He stands up from behind his desk, then sits in the other chair. So you know that nuke we sent Team to get? Yes, Sir, well it.
An alarm sounds with the words.
                          EVENT-Tracking-EVENT
The Admiral jumps up, moving towards the glass door. OK, here we go, come on, General. Both men move into the glass room as the massive screen on the front wall starts to come alive.  Sir! What’s going on? Just watch General, watch. Both men enter the room; the admiral sits as the General stands.
The screen becomes covered with static, with some pictures popping in and out like something is trying to focus. The General's eyes widen as he sees video streaming live inside the C17. He can see Wolf and all his men. They have geared up as the C17 thrashes around. Sir, is this a live feed?!  His hand is out towards the screen, and his voice is raised. 
General, calm yourself; it was, but now it’s about twenty minutes old? 
Old Sir, what the hell is going on? Those are my MEN!
GENERAL sit down and breathe. I will explain after we see the event! He chooses to stand but says nothing as he watches the events of the last few minutes on the aircraft. His hands are on his hips as he watches Wolf jump from the plane, followed by all the Soldiers on board. Sir, they're over water; we must launch a rescue chopper NOW! 
Admiral Wilkinson charges to his feet. Listen, General, I know this is an emotional moment, but breathe. They are fine! Now sit. He points to a chair.
Both men sit, but he leans forward in his seat. The streaming video continues as they fall away from the bird. There is something that keeps flashing across the screen. Sir, can we clean that up? What’s the interference? It appears to be a flap on a pack General. A flap? He continues to watch. Screens around the room start showing news feeds about an exploded military aircraft, dates, and times. Newspaper articles flash for a moment and then change again. They watch as the Team falls out of a storm. The General stands as the video of land below them comes into focus. Sir! What the Fuck? They were over the Atlantic Ocean! The Admiral doesn’t respond. 
They watch as all the Team members and Rangers land safely on the ground spread across some fields. Everyone is safe. A few more video moments showing them moving toward each other are seen then all goes dark.
“NO EVENT-TRACKING DEVICE”  
Sir, where are my men? 
The Admiral stands from his seat. General, they are well; you might want to ask the right question. 
The right question, Sir? 
Yes. He puts his hand on the General's shoulder and puts a hand out to guide them back to his main office. Yes, General, the right question should be. When?
The General's mouth drops open as he turns back into his office. Come with me, General. 
I will explain.



The following morning, Team location approx. 06:30

Parker pulled the poncho liner off her face to the smell of firewood burning and hot coffee. Once her eyes adjusted, she found she was just outside a small circle of soldiers. All the available leaders of the team, along with the Ranger LT, were sitting on packs, logs, or rocks around a fire, sipping coffee from their canteen cups, some smoking cigars, others spitting into the fire, their lips bulging with dip. Fares saw her movement first. 
Morning Ma’am. Welcome to South Dakota. She smiled at him as she stood and stretched. She looked around the area to see other small groups here and there inside the tree line. Some were shaving, others brushing their teeth, while others were eating or talking away. 
Fares offered her a canteen cup full of steaming coffee. No thanks, I have my cup. Let me get it out. I already did that, ma’am. This is your cup. She took it from Fares, smiling like he had gotten away with something. Other men greeted her as she stepped towards the small fire they had for heating things to eat and drink. 
I thought you guys never used fire. It might give away your position. Wolf smiled as he took a sip from his canteen cup. No, ma’am, that would be us Rangers, but these fine gentlemen are Special Forces & Mercs. They have their own rules. Wolf laughed a little. True, we do. Grab an MRE Parker, and make yourself some breakfast. I’m ok, thanks; not really hungry. She sipped at the coffee as the group stayed silent, staring at the fire. 
So where is Aradian? I don’t see him anywhere. He took team hitter and headed out to find a house of maybe Keystone. Since we are not exactly sure where in the black hills we are, we need to figure that out first. She nodded as she sipped at her coffee. For some strange reason, Parker, all of our electronic equipment still shows that it works, but obviously, it is not. She looked at Wolf, then shook her head.
What Parker? He inquired. Are there others out there also? Half the Rangers went south, and Carlos took Phantom to the east, all looking for the same thing, a town a house, or Harney Peak, where they should be able to see exactly where we are. Hell, I bet we are somewhere in Custer Park, boss. Fares injected. Nope, I don’t think so. 
Ork was walking up from outside the tree line. Whys that Ork? Wolf asked. Boss, you know I am from here. Yep very aware you have family in Deadwood, right? Well, close, Boss. I went to Lead-Deadwood high school. One year after high school and before I entered the military, I spent the excellent season in Custer Park, doing maintenance and such. I have wandered these hills for almost seven months. I spent every night under the stares, I knew where the Buffalo herds were, and I knew Custer Park like the back of my hand. Hell, boss, I am willing to bet I know the black hills better than ninety percent of the people who lived there. I was always outside, even in the winter. 
Ork, you seem like there is a but coming. Ork looked at Parker. Yes, Ma’am, there is. I don’t know this area. I wondered for the last hour. I have no idea where we are. Everyone looked at him. Boss, I wandered up hills and climbed a couple of trees on the hills. The trees here are dense, way denser than I remember. There is a lot of wildlife in my hills, but I have never seen it like this. I felt like I was walking in a petting zoo, deer everywhere, hell, boss. I saw a couple bears way bigger than anything ever seen, let alone talked about here. I mean, man, this looks like my black hills. I swear I could see the needles from one of the trees, but there are too many trees, no roads, no campsites, nothing! It’s like we are in my black hills, but they're not mine. 
Everyone stayed silent, each had their thoughts, and Parker just shook her head and sipped her coffee. Their quiet moment was interrupted by the arrival of the Ranger squad; Haiden walked up to the small group, nodded to everyone, and shook the hand of his LT. Have a nice walk, Sergeant. 
I did, sir, all things considered. Wolf glanced up at them. All things considered? He questions. Roger that, You all can tell me all day we are in the Black Hills, but until we find some proof on the ground or hell, even in the air. I say we are being careless with our security plan. Wolf sipped at his coffee while watching and listening to Haiden. He was accustomed to the Ranger's way of thinking, which was never-ending aggressive mental nature. 
Call in the Rangers when you need something destroyed or controlled. When you want it influenced and fighting for itself, call in the Special Forces.
These words brought Wolf back to the conversation at hand, Haiden. He looked the man in his face as he stood. Yes? As I said, we haven’t found anything we are looking for. What we did find well it’s very intriguing. Oh, so what did you find?  He snapped his fingers, and a young Ranger walked over and handed him what appeared to be an arrow. He held it out to Wolf.
I don’t know much about history when it comes to things like this, but I have completed the Super Slam, which is the North American big game, so I have a very broad knowledge base when it comes to Archery. I can tell you with one hundred percent certainty that the arrow was not made in a garage or sold online. I don’t know anyone who can make such an authentic-looking wood arrow. 	Hell, the arrowhead alone in some circles would be world a couple thousand dollars if it was real. The marksmanship on it is all hand done, I feel way out of line here, Wolf, but I’ll be damned if that arrow doesn’t present itself as authentic.
He turned the arrow in his hand. He was amazed at how beautiful it was. Undoubtedly, it was handmade, and its feathers were from local birds, not artificial. The tips were razor sharp. He looked at Haiden for a long moment. 
I feel like I am going insane. The stars say we are in the Black Hills. Ork thinks we could be, but it’s changed. We have not found a single sign of what should be here. He walked around the area, tapping the arrow on his hand as he spoke. You say this arrow could be authentic. He stopped and stared at the trees. 
Ok, men, this is going to be crazy, but until we confirm we are in the black hills and all are safe, we are returning to a secure posture, restart the recons, and get Aradian on the Radio. I know their out there strolling along. Tell them to strap up and be alert. He looked at Parker. When? Right? She nodded. When is right, Wolf.
Aradian and his team continued to walk up a large hill. The trees swayed in the crisp air. He was walking along with Monty, their weapons slung across their backs as they chatted and walked. Hard to believe there is this much land between the house and towns here in the black hills, hell I kept thinking maybe we would top another hill and see spearfish laid out in front of us like something out of a book. Monty just nodded as they walked along.
JJ and Frankie walked about fifty meters to his left as they wandered around the woods. JJ, don’t you think we should have come to a road or something by now? Man, this is why they call it the great outdoors, brother, nothing around but nature, no clowns to deal with, stupid civilians and laws, just us and the woods. JJ, I swear you would live off the grid if you could. Man, if I could get paid to do exactly what I want when I want, I would do it so fast; you be surprised. No rules, just JJ’s way. That would be life.
Hitter-Wolf over. Hearing this, Aradian stopped the team. Go for Hitter. Was his response. Hey, Aradian, I don’t want to have a long chat about this. I want you to go to RECON one out there, no strolling. I need a hundred percent security. Change your mission style from stroll to movement to contact over. Um Wolf-Hitter, is this a joke? 
Negative Aradian, no joke, no prank. We are gearing up as we speak. Again no time to chat on the net. We want to save battery power, keep going west but move slowly and deliberately, and check every hour bottom of the hour. Roger that, boss.
Ok, boys, walk in the Woods is over. Let’s rack it up and find the bad guys in these woods. Once everyone has adjusted their gear, they move out again in team  mode.
 Wolf handed the mic back to Fares. Ok, men, so let’s review and make a plan. We don’t have to worry about food or water for now, the streams are clean, and if we can’t feed ourselves off the wildlife around here, we deserve to be hungry. But we all have approximately two MREs each, I am guessing. We have found no sign of a town or anything within eight miles. Mack, you spotted a single line of smoke in the distance to the south yesterday, right? Roger, that boss had to be five miles farther out than we were. He was standing in the middle of the group. Fares and Parker were putting out the fire. We have enough battery life in the equipment for a few days, don’t seem like, other than internal. We will be talking to anyone anyway. Fares use them only when teams are out. Shut it all down when not—Roger, boss. Fares gives him a thumbs up as he stomps the fire.
We all have our own SOP for a basic load of ammo. We have double that in the tough box that Hill is sitting on, not to mention four demo kits with ten pounds C4 in each. Rangers, I am sure you’re loaded for bear. Roger that, the young LT responded, more ammo than food, that’s for sure. He and  Haiden gave each other a high five. 
He stood silent for a few moments. He looked at Parker. She was now sitting next to Hills on the tough box. Mimms, take your team north and find us a new CP. We might be compromised here. We have been here too long, not to mention the fires. The LT looked at Parker and winked, saying see, I’m right, she just shook her head and looked at Hills, who rolled his eyes. 
All of a sudden, Wolf laughed. Everyone looked at him like he was crazy. He held up a hand. Fares, remember when the General came into my office and had kittens due to us missing a check-in on a mission? Hell yeah, I remember boss thought his head would explode. I can’t wait to see him this time since we have missed at least five check-ins. Fares laughed hard, as did Wolf. The Rangers returned to their men to check gear and get ready to move out, as did everyone.
As Aradian patrolled the area to the North, Wolf had the Rangers guide them to a new CP. Once they were set in, he watched as they went about their normal business, checking to make sure no sign of them being there gave them away. Their security points to overwatch the avenues of approach were also concealed within the woods. The top of the hour was approaching, and he signaled Fares to turn on the radio. Once this was done, fares held up the SAT phone. He shook his head—no reason to waste its battery. There was still no GPS signal available. No GPS means no Satellite, which means no SAT phone. It seemed simple enough, anyway. The nagging question was, why? 
The sun would set as soon as the teams arrived at the CP. Wolf was in the center with his internal team and Parker as they watched each team arrive. She listened as each team leader briefed Wolf on what they had seen. Each story was the same. 
Nobody found anything, not a road, not a wire, nothing as they had landed in a place no one had ever been in the history of the world, and to make Wolf even more frustrated, the stars last night made it clear they were in South Dakota. 
After each brief, they went to their men with instructions on eating and security, then returned to sit on the ground near Wolf, leaning on his ruck. He had rubbed a brown spot in the ground with the heel of his boot as he listened to each man and waited for the next one. Fares and Hills sat quietly. The radios were off, as they waited, everyone could tell Fares wanted to speak but thought better of it. Once they were all there, including the Rangers, Wolf stood up. Thanks for the recons, men, support, and staying in full gear. As he said that, he took off his helmet. The others followed suit, and the word spread via hand signal around the perimeter. Everyone except those on security watch took off their helmets. There was no sound in the woods that did not belong; Parker was impressed, to say the least.
Ok, men. Wolf began. It’s the beginning of another night here in who the hell knows land. Again I will look to the stars tonight to verify where we are. All the men sat silent. Most were a bit tired from the miles they had covered that day. 
So in most cases, I would say fifty percent security tonight, but I find it almost as hard to believe we don’t know where we are as I do that we are in danger with all the recons we have done in the past two days, let alone what we found. Or didn’t find. Fares chimed in. Wolf didn’t even miss a beat. So tonight, I want three men up at all times. I want a security patrol within five hundred meters of here every couple of hours, covering all 360 degrees. First light, we are awake as SOP states, any questions? Good. Have a great night. All the leaders returned to their men to put out what the night held in store for them.
 Wolf walked to the edge of the trees and stayed inside their cover as the last light faded from the sky. That sunset was amazing. Her voice caught him by surprise. He turned to see Parker leaning against a tree nearby. Yes, Ma’am, it sure was. He bent over and pulled a long grass out of the ground to chew on as he watched the darkness overtake the sky and area. So are you going to double and then triple-check the stars tonight? She asked. Yep, I sure am. So, you don’t trust what you found last night? Not that simple. Ok, so please explain it to me then. She walked over to stand beside him so they could lower their voices. He snorted a little. When everything you know is ruled out, whatever is left has to be the answer. So I will recheck the stars. Since we have searched all over these woods for two days now, and everything says we are not where we think we are, we must start again. 
So if the stars say you’re in South Dakota again tonight, then what. He stayed silent as she stepped past him, touched his shoulder, and whispered. When Wolf, when? 
He watched as she returned to her gear. The question in his head continued to turn his mind, when? What the hell does that mean? She loves to ask me when, when, what? He looked at his feet as he moved the grass beside them. The sounds of the night in the forest began to grow louder; this gave him a sense of security. The night sounds meant no one was out there moving in on them. He looked up at the night stars shining bright as they had done for the last two nights. 
He stepped from the edge of the trees into the field and began the systematic method of location via the stars. Within the first couple of checks, he already knew the answer. Like last night and the night before, they would say South Dakota. As he continued charting the stars, the words “when wolf when” echoed in his mind; a couple more checks and he looked to his notebook, yep freaking South Dakota. He closed his notebook, put it back into his shoulder pocket, and watched a shooting star brighten the sky as it raced across his vision. He shook his head. She is right; when?
Parker was startled as she felt her foot being tapped to wake her up. She sat up, it was still dark, and the coolness in the air told her it was before sunrise but not much. Wolf was in full gear, kneeling next to her. Time to get up. All the teams have left for another recon. They are going much farther this time than before, and we are also moving out. Get your gear ready. We are leaving in thirty minutes. Can you make that happen? She nodded; she could. He stood and went to the edge of the trees to watch as the teams moved out. This would be a day of days he felt in his heart. He smiled as the sounds of Parker packing interrupted the morning. He believes she knows more than she lets on. Maybe today will make her open up.
 Mimms leads his team to the southwest, in the direction they believe is deeper into the heart of the hills. As the sun breaks the horizon, the dew on the limbs begins to fall in an early morning mist. It is calming to him and his team. The trees are thicker as they move.
STOP THE TEAM NEAR A LAKE for the night AND THEn work in this:
 
2


image1.png
2 7
WARNING
Restricted Area

It is unlawful to enter this area without
permission of the Installation Commander. i
Sec. 21, Internal Security Act of 1950;50 U.S.C. 797 :
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